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She felt the largeness of the world and the manifold wakings of
men to labour and endurance. She was part of that involuntary,
palpitating life . . .

George Eliot, Middlemarch

106/Q-47A08783-094 CGI Contact: Michael Miller

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page ix



Acknowledgments

Two debts in particular must be acknowledged: to Geoffrey
Wellum’s remarkable and moving memoir First Light (Pen-
guin), and to Frank Browning’s Apples: The Story of the Fruit of
Temptation (North Point Press). I have taken both detail and
anecdote from them.Any mistakes are mine.

As always, I owe an enormous amount to my brilliant edi-
tor, Pamela Dorman, and the crack publishing team at Viking
Penguin. With especial thanks to Clare Ferraro, Judi Powers,
Lucia Watson, Carolyn Coleburn, and Patrick Nolan. Last, but
certainly not least, to my agent, Mark Lucas.

I would also like to mention the delightful band of authors’
escorts who squired me so tactfully and entertainingly around
the cities of America. I enjoyed their company and learned a
great deal from them.

To my friends and family: Thank you.

106/Q-47A08783-094 CGI Contact: Michael Miller

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page xi



106/Q-47A08783-094 CGI Contact: Michael Miller

Everything She Thought 

She Wanted

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page xiii



Chapter 1: Siena

Last night, Charlie talked about the house.
Not a real, solid one, but the one he has tucked up all neat

and cozy at the back of his mind.
“What would be best, three or four bedrooms?” he asked.
Charlie was lying prone on the capacious, white sofa in

our apartment, digesting dinner; and I was sitting on the floor
with my back against the sofa. Every so often, his fingers
brushed through my hair.

The numbers of bedrooms, and my answer, had a direct
bearing on what Ingrid, my ex-psychotherapist, would have
called the psycho-situation between us.

“Four bedrooms is okay,” I replied cautiously. “Depends if
we both need an office.”

There was silence. “I wasn’t thinking of offices,” Charlie
said at last.
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“I know,” I replied. Again, a silence unfolded—a cold, sad
front—and I made myself ask:“Describe the house you have in
mind, Charlie.”

“Large,” he said. “Sunny, generous in its lines . . . with the
sort of rooms where you feel that life can expand.”

Sunny and generous . . . are good words, but when applied
to houses, they had the opposite effect on me than they nor-
mally do on most people who coo over “darling” clapboard
siding or Georgian windows. No, I experience an immediate
and piercingly clear vision of clutter and dirt. Of dust and of
toiling through endless housework. Of leaking pipes in winter
and lawns crisping to brown with summer drought.These vi-
sions were always accompanied by the thought that someone
has to deal with dirt, smells, and polishing.

The floodgates had opened for Charlie.“Not too far from
the center of town, and a bit of a garden. . . . I could grow
vegetables and fruit.” He sounded so dreamy and content that I
could not bear to puncture his mood.

But I did. “Oh, yes, and when would you have time? Let
me see. Last night you came back at nine, the night before at
half past ten . . . and I’m not mentioning the traveling.”

Charlie was a lawyer, and his cases sometimes kept him all
night in the office. Such was his commitment, he would never
consider coming home before he had broken the back of a
problem. I know this because I had thrown a good many din-
ners into the garbage.

“But don’t you think”—his fingers swooped through my
hair—“that it would be nice?”

He meant:When are we going to decide about children?
So far, I had managed to ignore the ticking of the bio-

logical clock, with a clean, simple career schedule and Char-
lie, let’s keep it this way. The question of whether or not we
should have children was well-trodden ground between us,
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yet journey as we might over it, we never agreed on the final
destination.

Panic threatened. “Stop it,” I cried. “Please. We’ve been
through all this. I don’t want to move from here, and I don’t
want to start a family.”

Charlie took his hand away, and I stared up at the ceiling,
which offered no comfort.

Eventually I asked, “Am I cheating you, Charlie?” Am I?
Was I?

Yesterday, I had watched him pack up a gift for his
nephew’s seventh birthday—a fake mustache, an inflatable
cushion that emitted a rude noise if sat on, and a model kit for
a Tyrannosaurus rex. He applied the last strip of packing tape.
“Do you think I’ve made it large enough?” he asked.“I want it
to be a really big present and the most fun.” He sat down and
wrote on the card. “To Nat, my favorite nephew. Love, Uncle
Charlie. P.S.Will you come skateboarding with me?”

Charlie now said, his voice floating above me,“I’ve no idea
if you’re cheating me or not.”

Why didn’t I say then, “I have enough in my life. It’s so
full, so busy, so absorbing that I don’t have room for anything
else”? Because I know Charlie would have pushed back his
floppy hair and replied with one of his sweetest smiles, which
always seemed to embrace a secret vision of good things like a
dog’s wet nose pushing into your hand or sunlight falling on a
cradle,“We can make room. Of course we can make room.”

I envied Charlie his certainty and his immaculate generosity.

“Lucy Thwaite (35),” ran the notes on my latest assignment

is a mother of three. Plans to return to work in cater-
ing. Needs smart, practical, adaptable wardrobe. The
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problem? Since birth of third child (5), she has put on
weight and lost confidence. “I’m at my wit’s end . . . I
hate my body, hate looking at it, and always wear baggy
clothes . . .”

Lucy Thwaite’s case notes had been sent over by Jenni from
Fashion, This Week with the schedule, which gave me approxi-
mately four days to think over and sort out the said Lucy.The
accompanying photograph revealed a woman whose features
were set with a mix of exhaustion and fury. Even to the un-
trained eye, the sorting out of Lucy Thwaite would take more
than a week.

Jenni, who hunted out my subjects and did the preliminary
research, had spotted it too. “Caged,” she said, on the phone,
“and frantic to get out.”

In general, the specter of unhappiness in my clients stirred
pity, which made an uneasy bedfellow with the requirement in
a fashion consultant to be frank. But that is what I did. I was
the white knight riding to the rescue, bringing cheer and a lit-
tle tough talking on the point of my lance.

On meeting Lucy Thwaite at her home in the Midlands, it
struck me that she had thought herself into the role of frump:
She was prettier in the flesh, and her skin had the lovely trans-
parency that permanent fatigue sometimes gives women.

Lucy held out her hand, which was damp and soft when I
took it. “I’m so excited. None of my friends can believe it.”
Her mouth twitched in a smile that did not reach her eyes.

Over the years I had made many mistakes, and to rely on
first impressions was one of them, but I could not help recoil-
ing a little from Lucy Thwaite’s intractable aura of misery.

“You must come in. Do you want coffee? Watch the tricy-
cle, that’s Johnny’s, my youngest, and—Oh, I’m sorry about
the shopping. Just step over it.”
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The house was a mess, as were many of the houses into
which I stepped. A home was so naked, so revealing. Charlie
and I hadn’t allowed anyone into our apartment until it was
perfect. “For better and for worse and for tidiness,” we joked
with each other, which really meant we shared a desire to re-
main hidden and private.

Lucy’s kitchen was crowded with clothes, baskets, and pa-
pers. She sat me down at the table and busied herself with the
kettle and coffee. I cleared a space to put down my notebook
among the cereal boxes and papers, which included a cutout of
a small foot that had been glued onto a cardboard base through
which laces had been threaded. It was a fragile thing, made in
haste and inadequately glued, but breathed childish optimism
and determination.The label attached to it read:“centurion’s
boot, hadrian’s wall, CIRCA a.d. 200.”

Lucy gestured at it.“I have the misfortune to send my chil-
dren to schools that specialize in torture. Of the parents.” Her
eyes were dull.“Shelley came home last night and said she had
to have a Roman sandal made by Friday. A Roman sandal! I
don’t know what one looks like, nor do I care—but what am I
supposed to do? One thing’s for sure, Derek won’t be around
to act as cobbler.”

I couldn’t bear to make any comment, because I was
touched by the spectacle of that silly sandal.

Lucy dumped a mug of coffee in front of me. “Will I be 
famous?” she asked.

I glanced at my watch—a gesture she understood instantly,
and she sat down at once. “Lucy, let’s talk about you. Could
you tell me a little more about yourself ?”

A shadow passed over her features. “That’s nice. I haven’t
been asked about myself since . . .” she rubbed her cheek,
“. . . since . . . I can’t remember.”

She seemed genuinely taken aback by the invitation, and I
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wondered about the equation that had brought her to this
nadir. Fatigue and motherhood, clearly. But was there also an
unkind husband? A sudden lack of money?

Maybe it was simpler than that. Unhappiness was an every-
day, plodding thing, and one got used to it.

I knew all about that.
I extracted a pen from my red Tod handbag. Lucy’s eyes

rested on it covetously.“That’s the one thing I do indulge in,”
she said.“A nice handbag.”

No surprise there.Women who are not happy about their
weight are frequently compulsive handbag (and shoe) buyers for
a simple reason:A handbag (or shoes) brightens up the image and
allows one to acquire a fashionable badge without the ritual hu-
miliation of shopping for large-size clothes. Vive the accessory.

“In fact, I go through quite a few every year. Derek’s al-
ways nagging at me.”

“Better than going through husbands, though.” I was never
quite easy about being a second wife. Ergo, I made jokes about it.

Lucy Thwaite stared at me, and there were tears in her
eyes.“Is it?”

I smiled at her gently.“Why don’t we start?”
Twenty minutes later I understood more about Lucy

Thwaite and her life than perhaps I wished to. The claustro-
phobic domesticity, perennial tiredness, lack of cash for little
luxuries. I had encountered so many Lucy Thwaites.

Sometimes I asked myself what I was doing intruding into
despair and these domestic muddles with my tough talking. It
was so easy to rattle a few hangers in a wardrobe, issue stric-
tures about cap sleeves (not for the older woman), color, and
hems, then fly away on my magic broomstick, knowing I did
not have to deal with them. And then I caught the glow of
gratitude, a shy smile of pleasure, the tiny suggestion that a
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situation had changed and, suddenly, my contributions no
longer seemed so clumsy, so witless.

I asked Lucy if I could check over her wardrobe, and she
led me upstairs. On each stair there was a pile of folded (but
not ironed) children’s clothes. A pair of muddy sneakers and a
half-dismantled crib took up most of the space on the landing.

Lucy’s wardrobe opened to reveal a full-length mirror in-
side the door.This is not unusual. It is positioned precisely so
that women can shut away the image of themselves and, in
many cases, contrive never to look at it.

“Lucy, come and stand in front of the mirror.”
She whisked the bedspread straight. “Must I? Can’t you

just look at me?”
“’Fraid not. It’s part of the deal that you take a look.”
I took her by the shoulders and stood her fair and square.

This was always a telling moment: revelation, breakdown, or
new dawn—I could never anticipate which.

She looked long and hard, and her plump shoulders
tensed.“I hate my body,” she spat at herself.“It disgusts me.”

If I’ve had no opportunity to talk to my client, I can usually
get the picture within five to ten seconds of sifting through
her wardrobe. Strangely enough, smell has a great deal to do
with it. I swear I can smell the quality of their lives. Expensive
scent. Cheap scent. Expensive, careful dry cleaning, or the
masked aura of sweat and making do with too little money
and too little time as the owner of the clothes rushes to cook,
shop, ferry, and guard her children.

Big women also tended to have fullish wardrobes, for they
buy clothes on impulse, promising themselves they will fit 
into them one day. Lucy Thwaite’s contained less than I had
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calculated. Black trousers . . . tapered and too short. I pushed
the coat hangers this way and that. Embroidered cheesecloth
blouse (relic from a Greek holiday?), a dress in an overlarge
print with a front opening. A button was loose at the point
where the material must strain across the bust.

“Is this a favorite, Lucy?”
She shrugged.“It’s a dress, I can get into it, and it does.”
I pushed it to one side. These were the clothes of some-

one who had no time, no breathing space, no confidence. No
joy. Who had been brought low, and whose every waking
minute was taken up by someone else. Please. Come. Do. Make.

The rod was buckled in the middle, and the hangers
clicked into a clump. “I wore that coat in my twenties,” Lucy
offered.“Can’t bear to throw it away.” She plucked at a pair of
pants with an elastic waistband. “Bought these when I was
pregnant, and I wear them all the time.”

A thought slid across my sunny inner landscape, a cheap,
unwelcome, off-the-peg rip-off that elbowed its way into the
glitter and dazzle of my haute-couture dreams and projects:
This could be me.

In my office at home in the apartment on Embankment Court,
so close to the river that the rooms seem to float over it, I
checked my messages and mail. My business—the weekly slot in
Fashion, This Week, consultant on fashion shoots, regular demands
to contribute think pieces to the glossier magazines, and inter-
mittent radio and television work—ensured there were many.

Dear Siena,
Please help me. I’m going to university in the autumn

and I look terrible. I don’t have much money. Is there any-
thing you can do to make me feel more confident?
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I studied the photograph intently, which was not really neces-
sary. I knew what I was looking at and what had to be done.
Girl hunched in figure-shrouding, back grungy sweatsuit, with
grubby sneakers, and hair pulled back into an elastic band. A
Cinderella, who needed persuading to step out of hiding and
to put on the pretty pink top and shirt and kitten heels, and to
shake her hair free. Look in the mirror, I would admonish her.
These clothes confirm that you are pretty and you have the world at
your feet. Take the opportunity.

I slotted the letter into the pending tray.

Dear Siena,
We enjoy your column but we think you are often too

harsh on your subjects. We are equal beings in the eyes of our
Maker and our outer covering is of little significance compared
to what is within. We feel we should remind you of this 
point . . .

I held that letter over the wastebasket, prepared to drop it
in, but changed my mind, got up, and pinned it to the bulletin
board instead. I liked the idea of God watching over wardrobes
and their custodians. In my experience, He had not seemed
the sort of deity who would busy Himself with the cut and
fold of fabric. But since I had turned thirty-five, a milestone
just as worrying as forty, I had discovered that my opinions had
not, after all, been set in stone. On the contrary, a great deal of
nipping and tucking was going on.

Now I had to think about Lucy Thwaite, and there was not
much time (there never was). How could I transform her,
make her happier for . . . oh, an hour or so?

The phone rang.“Hi, India here.”
It was a surefire thing that if I was introduced to anyone

called India, Paris, or Georgia, they were probably in my age
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bracket. Some virus had worked into the collective psyche of
my parents’ generation, prompting them to discard the duller
Caroline, Elizabeth, and Jane in favor of naming their children
after the wider world. It was nice, and we—the continents and
cities—liked it.

India was my agent and she was also thirty-five. “Are you
sitting comfortably? Big news. I’ve had an approach from
Trimester Productions, the American company.They’ve spot-
ted you in the mag and want to know if you’d do a pilot with
them for a possible series over there.”

“Good grief,” I said.“America.”
“That’s what I said, stupid. Early days, but listen up.This is

what we have to do.”
Contracts, schedules, payment, publicity, anticipated audi-

ence . . . this was music to me: the andantes and crescendos of
a successful career.

After the conversation had finished, I got up and went over
to the bulletin board to which were pinned my timetables,
swatches of material, newspaper clippings, and the photographs
I needed to have around me—Charlie and I on our honey-
moon in the Himalayas, a family group of my parents with my
brother, the Crystal (now bankrupt) fashion team and I on lo-
cation in Sydney last year (we had been there for a week and
the jet lag was so bad that we decided we’d left before we ar-
rived), and last but not least, our friends Lola and Bill in their
New Hampshire orchard, just after the first spraying of the
year.

Knowing that Charlie and I believed in organic principles,
Bill had been careful to explain in the accompanying letter
that there was no way an apple farmer could grow successfully
without intervention. “An orchard is unnatural; it does not
happen in the wild,” he wrote, and I found it touching that he
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cared so much what we thought. “An orchard is a magnet for
disease and unrest, and it infects itself, like politicians or ex-
tremists.We can’t afford to rely on the weather or mountains
to check the creep of bacterial and fungal infection.That is the
price for a crisp, beautiful apple! Chemical vigilance.”

Fashion editor Lola and I met frequently on the circuit,
and she and Bill had stayed with us on Embankment Court.
We were a good foursome—more than good: We were the
kind of friends you know, instinctively, are for life. If I went to
America, I would beg a visit to their country retreat and see
that orchard for myself.

“Siena . . .”
I looked up from our dinner of noodles stir-fried with gin-

ger and scallions.“Yes?”
He smiled at me.“Don’t look so worried.”
“Not worried, just daydreaming.” But I was worried. How

could I work in America? How could I tell Charlie?
He put his head on one side and scrutinized me in a way

that suggested he could see right through me, and beyond.
“You seem a bit quiet tonight.”

“Sorry.” I pulled myself together. “Tell me what happened
today.”

Charlie acknowledged the pro forma question by waving a
finger. He and a group of like-minded lawyers had set up
Freedom Watch, a law chambers that specialized in human-
rights abuses, discrimination, and cases like this one. Currently
he was defending a woman accused of mudering her six-
month-old baby, which was precisely the sort of case they
liked—and they had made a name for themselves in champi-
oning the unchampionable and battling with the authorities.
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Compared to richer chambers, Freedom Watch operated on a
shoestring, not least because Charlie, among others, insisted on
taking on a proportion of legal-aid cases, which, as it hap-
pened, ate into our evenings and weekends.“I’m lucky,” he had
explained, when I first met him. “My life has been clean, or-
dered, and comfortable. I have to give something back.” It was
an equation I loved him for.

In this particular case, the baby had been found in his crib
and the postmortem had revealed bruising on his body. “But
the marks,” Charlie now pointed out, “are consistent with
bruising that might have occurred when the paramedics tried
to revive him.” Noodles forgotten, he leaned over the table.“If
Jackie, the mother, had killed her baby, I think she would con-
fess to it. She has a kind of honesty about her.”

“So you believe she’s not guilty.” It was a statement, not a
question.

Charlie tensed. “Absolutely,” he said. He pushed at a noo-
dle.“Jackie Woodruff did not kill her baby.”

I put down my chopsticks. Contrary to the front he put
up, Charlie’s reputation for brilliant defense and ultraprofes-
sionalism had not been easily won and those who admired
(and hated) him for his ferocity and integrity might have been
surprised by who he really was. A constant war was waged in
Charlie between his instinctive belief in the essential goodness
of human beings, the perfectibility of human nature (with a
little help from welfare, education, and such agencies), and the
evidence to the contrary presented daily in court.

He made one of his lightning switches.“The best I can do
for Jackie . . .” He paused. Charlie had in him his fair share of
the actor manqué. “. . . is to bribe the clerk of the court to rig
the jury.”

“Old joke.”
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“They’re the best.”
“So they are. Eat,” I admonished him gently.“The noodles

will get cold.”
“Bully.” He smiled at me and with such love that my heart

danced.
A few minutes later I cleared away the bowls. They were

white and satisfyingly thick, and I had devoted two weekends
to searching for just the right ones. It was important to us that
everything was just so in our apartment, our home, and I loved
to handle their pregnant curves and feel their weight nestling
between my hands.

I stacked them in the machine and pulled a plate of fruit
out of the fridge—neat groupings of blueberries and single
raspberries, surrounded by slices of fresh pineapple and a quar-
tered apricot.The effect of them on the plate, which was of a
purer, more dazzling white even than the noodle bowls, was
pleasing.

Charlie helped himself. A rivulet of pineapple juice ran
down his chin, and I reached over to dab it with my napkin.
My excuse? We had only been married for five years and the
novelty was still so sweet and delightful. Charlie was a source
to me of endless fascination and, yes, pride; touching him for
any reason gave me pure pleasure. Sometimes I made sure I
bumped into him. Or I offered to massage his shoulders with
the firm circular movements I knew helped him after hours
spent hunched over a desk. Or I just kissed him, plain and
square, on the mouth.

“Hey, what’s that for?”
“No reason.”
“Tell me.”
“I don’t want to make you bigger headed than you are . . .”
We dined out frequently, for work or with good friends,
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which was fun.Yet it was fun, too, to be here together, follow-
ing our routines. Supper, always well presented. Ten o’clock
news, a discussion about what each was doing the following
day, and whose turn it was to do the grocery shopping.

Then bed. That was not so predictable, and certainly not
routine.The secret about sex—and I imagine there are many
secrets about it, including that it happens less often than is
imagined—well, my secret was that bed is the one place where
sexual politics do not apply. There a woman can be entirely
submissive and a man entirely demanding, and each is thor-
oughly pleased with the other. Charlie and I were thoroughly
pleased with each other.

Tonight on the television news, we watched a posse of
gray-suited politicians stride into the EU headquarters in
Brussels on a mission to sort out land mines.

“Bet they were thinking about lunch,” I said.
Later, Charlie snorted at the cricket results.“Why can’t we

win, for God’s sake?”
“Give them a chance.”
“Siena, which planet are you on?”
I sank back on the sofa—large, feather-stuffed, and uphol-

stered in expensive fabric.
“We’re talking about the English cricket team,” he said and

wrapped up the case.“Nuff said.”
I turned my head toward him.“Charlie . . . are you happy?

With me?”
I knew it was tempting Fate to ask those questions for the

ghosts of our previous marriages were there, like white noise
in the background.

He shifted toward me, catching me in a near stranglehold.
“Have I ever told you that you have the biggest blue eyes I’ve
ever seen?”
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“Not today, you haven’t.”
“When I look into them, I see a sunlit sea and . . .”
“And . . .”
“Stillness. Peace. Happiness.”
That was all right, then.

“Charlie,” I was propped up in bed with pillows, watching him
undress,“would you like the good news?”

“Tell.” He padded over to the wardrobe and hung up his
suit.

“India phoned. I’ve been invited to make a pilot for a tele-
vision series.”

Charlie shut the wardrobe door.“Brilliant.”
“And the bad news?”
He sat down on the bed. “What is bad news about my

clever wife earning the accolades she deserves?” He looked at
me steadily.“It’s good, Siena. I’m really pleased.”

“Hang on . . . hang on. It’s in America. Nothing’s settled,
and it may not happen, but I might have to go over there and
jump through a lot of hoops and maybe . . .”

“That’s the bad news? You’ll have to do better than that.”
“A lot of money.”
“That’s terrible.”
“It’s a big break, one I’d never imagined happening.”
He hesitated.“I know.”
After a while, Charlie got up and went into the bathroom

where I could hear him moving around.There was a splash of
water, the sound of the electric toothbrush, then silence while
he brushed his hair. He emerged and smiled at me.“Early days,
though.”

“Yup.”
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He reached for his bathrobe and tied the belt around his
waist.“You go to sleep. I’ve just got to check up on something,
and it can’t wait.”

“Charlie, you’re tired. Come to bed.” He was tying up the
final ends of a case involving a Romanian accused of being an
illegal immigrant.

He shrugged. “Not that tired. Don’t worry, I won’t wake
you.”

He disappeared, and I heard him snap on the light.There
was the thump of his briefcase, and he settled in to work.

He had a habit of working late into the night when he was
troubled, angry, bothered.
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Chapter 2: Siena

I must have fallen asleep, because I found myself watching a
dream television documentary about Bill and Lola’s orchard. It
had been transformed into an industrial factory field, patrolled
by machine dragons. I was busy writing in my notebook. Un-
der “Birdsong,” I entered “No birds left.” Under “Butterflies,”
“None.”When I looked up at the trees they were hung with
tidy, obedient, brightly colored same-sized apples.

Confused, I woke up, rolled across to Charlie, and slid my
arm, oh so gently, around his waist. Instantly, I knew he was
awake. “I think I was having a nightmare about genetically
modified apples,” I said.“They all looked the same.”

Silence.
“America’s my big chance,” I said quietly. “I might never

get another. It will only be a one-off.”
“If it works,” Charlie murmured,“it will not be a one-off.”

106/Q-47A08783-094 CGI Contact: Michael Miller

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 17



A girl can dream. First series, third series . . . tenth series.
Club and first class, weekends in the Hamptons, interesting
people, interesting ideas, a new look at a different setup . . . So
many possibilities were scrambling to take up residence in my
head.“It’s difficult to turn down such an offer.”

“Yup,” he agreed, with the same controlled articulation,
but he was not agreeing.

“You wouldn’t pass it up.”
“Okay, Siena,” he said quietly.“How do we resolve this?”
More silence.
Charlie has learned the art of holding silence in court, si-

lences filled with more meaning than any words, but I was not
so good at them.

“When do we have children, Siena, when do you think?”
“Charlie, as soon as there’s a gap in my schedule, then we can have

a try. I’m so sorry, but a book, an idea, a program, a project, has come
up . . . The magazine wants a weekly column, not a monthly . . . I
must concentrate on that.”

“Siena, time is ticking past . . .”
“I promise to think about it.”
Did he believe me? Probably not, for I had ducked and

woven so often through the aforementioned conversations.
Charlie sat up in bed and switched on the light. He cupped

my cheek in his hand.“Do you mind me pointing out that you
will be thirty-six next birthday?”

“Ouch.”
He reached for the glass by the bed and took a sip. I imag-

ined the water trickling down his throat to a stomach churned
by our late-night conversation.

“Charlie, I don’t want to lose all the ground I’ve made.”
“But you’ll gain,” he said, and stroked my cheek.“You’ll be

a beautiful, wonderful mother.”
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A flicker of impatience shocked me.That kind of thing was
so easy to say—and took no account of my instinctive cow-
ardice. I drew a deep breath.“I’m frightened, Charlie.”

“But I’m here.” He put down the glass and sent me a 
grin: so wry, it was almost bitter, definitely mocking and . . .
boyish. Like the son he craved. All I wanted was to make 
Charlie happy, which seemed simple enough. Except that it
wasn’t.

He bent over me, trying for the hundredth time to find
out what held me back, trying to understand. “Do you know
what I think, Siena?”

“You’re going to tell me.”
“I think men are the new women. It’s one of the by-

products and ironies of feminism.”
Joke.
My hand trembled a little as I turned off the light. The

bedroom was plunged into darkness. Charlie touched my
thigh. “Consider . . .” (Whenever Charlie said, “Consider,” I
had a mental picture of him in his gown and wig, leaning on
the court lectern with his bundle of documents, each signifi-
cant step in the argument marked with a different colored
Post-it.) “. . . you want to be at the top of your profession. I
want a happy marriage and two point four children sitting at a
table eating bowls of cereal, and a cat sleeping on the radiator.
So I must be a new woman.”

Jay, my first husband, had been a great one for not putting
things off. He did not put off marrying me. “Why wait, honey?”
Neither did he put off divorcing me. “Why wait, Siena?” He
had a point: He lived by the principle that all of us could go un-
der a bus within the hour.He did not take note of the cool tran-
sition before dawn, or the ambiguous dusk in the evening.With
Jay, it was either night or day. Charlie was so much cleverer,
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more subtle, infinitely more embracing of the nuances of mind
and spirit.

I was too upset by our conversation to sleep, which had
happened a lot lately. The result was dark circles under the 
eyes and a wholesale application of Touche Éclat (NB: No girl
should be without it).

The dark was not the soft velvet Guinness black that it
sometimes was, but jet ink. Experience had taught me that I
would have to wait patiently, with burning eyes, until dawn di-
luted it to gray.

“Time is running out.” Charlie’s voice, by my ear, startled
me.“It is . . .” He was pinpointing my “thirty-five (but nearly
thirty-six), which is twenty-five, these days, really” condition.

“I know.”
“Our children would be beautiful . . . perfect.”
“They’re not accessories,” I flashed back at him.
“Probably better if they were,” he came back, just as fast.

“You put a lot of energy and care into accessories.”
Calfskin or crocodile? Plastic or canvas?
“That was below the belt, Charlie.”
“You’re right. Sorry.” Abruptly, he sat up in bed, switched

on the light. “Siena. Open those big blue eyes of yours and
take a look. You must think.” He looked down into them,
searching for the Siena he wanted. “Please, please, let’s be sure
we don’t make a mistake.”

The trouble with seeing was that it meant you had to do
something about it.

I reached up and brushed his hair off his forehead. “Can
we go to sleep, Charlie, please?”

Without another word, he lay down and turned his back.
Charlie was right, but all I could see were the wardrobes of

Lucy Thwaite and her trapped sisters waiting to imprison me
in their sad smells and capacious misery.
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Soon Charlie’s even breaths indicated that he was asleep,
and I was glad—he needed it. I matched my breaths to his, a
silly habit but it made me feel close to him, running parallel in
a way that was impossible during the day.

There we were then, breathing in tandem, the heads of a
household of two.

Thank God, I slept.

When Charlie woke as the alarm clock performed its morning
aerobics, I was ready with a cup of tea for him.

He struggled upright, groaned, and dropped his head into
his hands. “Were you a hospital matron in a previous life?
Time?”

“Get-up time.” I sat on the bed and waited for him to sur-
face properly.“Hope today goes well.”

He blew on his tea.“So do I.”
I watched him assemble himself for the day—clearing his

head, straightening his limbs.Today the death of a baby would
have to be accounted for.The case was going to be a long haul
and the shadows cast by it were dark and full of sorrow. I knew
that Charlie would suffer if (a) his client was found guilty,
(b) she had done it.The two points were not necessarily linked,
and vice versa.

I hated to think of Charlie suffering, so I switched subjects.
“I’ll be talking to India.”

“I expected you would.”
In the background, the phone rang in my office. I tensed,

as if poised for flight. It would be the first of many calls and
might be important, perhaps something I should figure out
now, this minute.

Charlie read my thoughts.“It can wait, Siena.”
“But maybe not.”
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To answer he took my hand and teased each finger
straight.“Sometimes I think we’re addicted to work.”

The answering machine clicked on.
Charlie swung out of bed—long, strong, masculine legs,

feet planted squarely on the floor—and padded into the bath-
room.The radio was switched on, water ran, and I noticed that
rain was lashing the window. I had forgotten to put on my
slippers and my feet were icy. I inspected them.The nails were
painted a pale pink, but it was time for a pedicure—the polish
had chipped.The palmtop organizer was on the bedside table,
and I “leafed” through it. Maybe I could snatch one between
lunch and the weekly visit to Fashion, This Week.

Again the phone in my office rang. Click went the an-
swering machine. With an effort, I stopped myself running
into the office and closing the door against the unanswered
questions.

A naked Charlie came back into the room and dressed
with his back to me.“Are you going to stay there all day?”

The cellophane crackled as he unpacked his laundered
shirt.

“No.” I took my turn in the bathroom, which was steamy;
the air conditioner whined noisily. I got into the shower and
ran it as hot as I could take, then cold. Good for cellulite, cir-
culation, and complexion.

A fully dressed Charlie appeared at the doorway. “Bye,
darling.” He looked washed, brushed, clever, and wily—the
Charlie who appeared in court.

The other Charlie, the softie, the loving one, who told me
he was mine, lived here.

I couldn’t bear to part with our differences still churning
between us. I grabbed a towel and I kissed him and my damp
hair dripped onto his suit.

106/Q-47A08783-094 CGI Contact: Michael Miller

22 Elizabeth Buchan

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 22



He grasped me tight and kissed me back.“I’ll be late.”
The front door slammed.

I loved being alone in the apartment. The solitude felt safe.
Here, I could stretch and settle like a cat. I enjoyed traveling—
who didn’t?—but after a while, in Rome, Sydney, or India, the
call of where I belonged sounded in my ear. Lost in the Wild
Wood, Mole in The Wind in the Willows lifted his face and
sniffed the air:“Home . . .”And so did I.

Embankment Court was a block of riverside apartments,
with a gym and a swimming pool, necessities in our lifestyle.
Our apartment had two bedrooms.“One for the nonspeaking
nights,” I said, when Charlie and I originally inspected it.

“On nonspeaking nights, you’ll be with me in our bed be-
cause if we have a disagreement we’ll talk about it,” Charlie 
retorted, and ran his finger down my spine (which held up 
the practical discussions). The kitchen was small, which was
not good, but the living room was huge, light, and airy—a
statement—and my office overlooked the river.

It was, of course, far too expensive, and Charlie had last-
minute doubts about it being too opulent, but I persuaded him
that we could afford it. “We’ll manage,” I promised. “I’ve got
good money coming in.”

“We don’t need such a smart apartment.”
“You’re allowed to live in a nice place,” I told him.“Read

my lips.”
He laughed.“I’d rather kiss ’em.”
That was all right, then.
Whatever Charlie’s doubts, I could not help noticing he

enjoyed living in the apartment—almost more than I did.
The river provided daily theater. Some days, its water was
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sullen and crushed. On others, it reflected dazzling starbursts of
light and movement. Adjectives clicked along my descriptive
abacus: captivating, changeable, unreliable, dangerous, spoiled.
Today it was calm, nondescript, and benign.

My first call was to India.“Just going to call you,” she said.
“Got your schedule?”

I loved India, we were friends, but there was no possibility
of my confiding to her any problems with Charlie. I reached
for the palmtop.“Go ahead.”

“Deep breath, Siena . . .”
Together we roughed out the schedules for Fashion, This

Week, a couple of appearances on afternoon television pro-
grams, and the trip to New York. The year was blocked out
with frightening speed.

“Now,” said India,“I think it’s about time you did a book.”
“Oh, my God.”
“No bleating,” said India, severely. “Many girls would give

their eye teeth to be in your position. So wise up and let me
put out some feelers.”

I wised up. Afterwards, I worked through a pile of maga-
zines that were delivered each week. It was my business to
know what was going on in my neck of the woods, and the
magazines were the voices—soft focus but ruthless, pretty but
pretty tough in their pursuit of The Look—that issued in-
vitations to step into a never-never land of perfect food, per-
fect surroundings, and perfect clothes.

I leafed through one magazine that used cheaper paper and
did not concern itself with the cutting edge or frills but con-
centrated on traditional fare—recipes for quick cheese meals,
advice on how to lose weight without dieting, a hundred and
one uses for Tupperware—and my attention was caught by 
an interview with a woman who had gone in search of her
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mother, who had given her up for adoption over four decades
ago:“My name is Kathleen but I didn’t know who I was . . .”

Kathleen had found her mother who, it turned out, un-
married and disgraced, had been made to part with her baby.
The photographs accompanying the piece showed the birth
mother as a teenager, in the tightly cinched skirt, buttoned
blouse, and hat of the fifties.The clothes far better suited to an
older woman than to the girl who wore them badly.They im-
posed certain inflexible requirements on their wearer: a rigor
of suspender belts, whalebone, and modesty.

I touched the young, frightened, bewildered face with a
fingertip. I had so many choices, and she had been permitted
so few.

I checked my watch.
Running late.

The offices of Fashion, This Week hummed. A fleet of messen-
gers whisked in and out of the reception area, and girls 
maneuvered racks of clothes in and out of the elevators. Journal-
ists in serious black talked into their cell phones.The fashion
brigade looked icy in skimpy T-shirts, and the photographers
wore uniform leather.The girl who was employed to maintain
the plants in the atrium was cleaning the leaves of the ficus
one by one.

On the third floor, I picked my way over piles of clothes,
dodged racks, and discovered Jenni ranting into the phone.
“Why the hell do we have to use freelancers?” she was say-
ing. “They cause more trouble, more work, and we’re per-
fectly capable of doing it ourselves, much better, actually.” She
glanced up, saw me, and reddened.“Speak later,” she muttered,
and terminated the conversation.
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To say that Jenni disapproved of freelancers was an under-
estimation. Freelancers were a threat, a nuisance, and a slur on
the internal team’s creativity.

“Hi,” I said, amused.
Jenni recovered her composure.“Lucy Thwaite called. She

wants to back out.”
“Hell.Why?”
Jenni examined a cuticle. “You’re the one who’ll know.

What do you want to do about the photographer? And who
do you want to use as backup? This is a problem, Siena.”

She was right.
Of course, Lucy’s defection might have been my fault,

which was what Jenni was implying. Her anxiety was infec-
tious.A glitch like this would reflect badly on her and it didn’t
take too many mistakes at Fashion, This Week before an insider
was transformed into an unemployed outsider.

“Let me phone her.” I dialed the number. “Is that Lucy?
Hello, this is Siena Grant.” In the background, I heard a couple
of the children screaming at each other.

“Excuse me,” said Lucy, and pitched her voice a profes-
sional decibel over the children’s. “Stop it, you lot.” She re-
turned to the phone. “Look, I don’t think this is going to do
me any good, or you.”

I took a deep breath.“Lucy, if you’re going back to work, it
will help if you get some advice on looking your best. It does
help, I promise you, and I’ve got some good ideas that I think
will be perfect.” Jenni listened as I cajoled and persuaded.After
a couple of minutes, I sensed a thaw at the other end of the
line, and when I hung up, Lucy had agreed to honor the ap-
pointment at the photographer’s studio the following day.

“Okay,” I reported to Jenni.“She’s up for it.”
“Well done,” she said, trapped between the desire to avoid
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a crisis and her disappointment at being defrauded of a little
schadenfreude.

We returned to the problem of Lucy Thwaite and spent
the next hour or so working out how to edge past the barriers
that, as a put-upon mother of three, she had erected, and to
clothe her so that her lovely skin and neckline showed to advan-
tage while her stomach and hips were camouflaged. Once this
was achieved, who knew where Lucy Thwaite would go next?

After that, Jenni and I checked photographs of next week’s
victim on the light box, marked them up, and gave the all clear
to go to production.

I told Jenni she looked fabulous in her black trousers and
wraparound jersey top, and she actually gave me a smile when
I left.

I know that I have good taste, but I cannot claim any credit for
it since it was handed down to me by my parents.They came
from families who, over the generations, had had time and
money to develop and indulge it.The houses that belonged to
my family and their contents were famous until recently when
everything vanished: paintings, tapestries, trust funds, and land.

My mother never talks about her family but my brother,
Richard, and I were brought up in a small cottage close to our
father’s ancestral home, a beautiful Queen Anne mansion,
which he had sold to a princeling from somewhere or other.

My mother derived huge amusement from the comic as-
pects of the situation and fired regular postcards to me in her
overlarge handwriting.“The orange trees died in the last frost,
darling. No one took them in.” Or “Mrs. Fleet tells me the taps
are pure gold.” Or “Guess what, Siena! A Porsche has been
abandoned on the lawn.”
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My father ignored the comedy. The wound of losing his
family home never healed. From early on, I noticed that he
took pains to avoid the big house: On his daily walks he made
an extra loop to keep it out of sight.When I asked him about
this, he was genuinely surprised. “Do I do that, Siena? I don’t
mean to.”

It is intriguing to analyze what we mean and don’t mean
to do, and my father’s unconscious response to his loss made
me wonder if we had any say over ourselves at all.

“I used to search for my baby,” said Kathleen’s mother, in that
magazine article. “Everywhere. I looked into carriages, I
looked at babies on the bus. Sometimes, I stood outside the lo-
cal school playground, and thought:That could be my daugh-
ter. Everywhere I went, there was her shadow.They told me to
forget I had ever had a baby, but that’s impossible. Impossible.”

The image haunted me.
“Oh, I understand perfectly,” said Manda, my best friend,

when I called her and read her what Kathleen’s mother had
said.“Wherever I go, I carry Hetty and Patrick with me.They
are there, like the shadow. Like a second heart beating away 
in my chest, and there’s nothing I can do about it. End of 
subject.”

My nerve ends twitched in a now familiar way. Half fasci-
nation, half fright. Total confusion. “That’s what I’m worried
about,” I admitted.“How do you manage, Manda? Two young
children, job, husband. I can only manage job and husband.”

It was noticeable that Manda did not reply to the question.
Instead she neatly deflected the subject, which was significant
because as my confidante, Manda’s job was to reassure me
about life and the universe, as my job was to reassure her about

106/Q-47A08783-094 CGI Contact: Michael Miller

28 Elizabeth Buchan

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 28



life and the universe.“Do I get to see you? Or is the schedule
full?”

“Ish . . . but how about . . . ?”We settled on a date for the
four of us to meet.

“Bye, Siena,” Manda said.“Must go.”
I longed to talk to her—about my doubts, my terrors,

about Charlie . . . but there was no time.“Bye, Manda.”
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Chapter 3: Barbara

My Darling [wrote Ryder, in January 1941],
Have you forgiven me? It was such a silly, small thing

over which to have a fight. Will you put it down to nerves—
which I don’t like admitting to, but they are there, and make
me say stupid things?

I am writing this in the mess, having had a pint with
Johnny, which is our way of putting off thoughts of tomorrow.
The word is that things will be happening, so I wanted to
prepare by making things right with you.

It was such an effort to leave you, and I feel part of my-
self peeling away when I do. But that is the only way I can
work it.

This letter is all about me. It should really be all about
you. But I wanted you to know that I have thought about
you with love and gratitude. I want you to remember that,
whatever happens. Please believe, I am your devoted husband.
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Ryder was better at expressing himself on paper than in spo-
ken words. He wrote this letter to me eighteen years ago and I
have kept it all this time.

“And this,” said Bunty Andrews, my friend, with a look of see-
how-clever-I-am-as-a-hostess, “is Alexander Liberty, our new
lodger, and here with us for a while because . . .” Bunty rolled
her eyes, on which she had applied bright blue eyeshadow
without reference to the shape of the lids,“. . . he is studying—
What’s it called? Psychoanalysis. Have I got it right,Alexander?
Needs feeding up but he’s very house-trained. Alexander, this
is my great friend, Barbara Beeching.”

Alexander held out his hand, and I shook it. He was, I
reckoned, twenty-three or twenty-four.

She did not wait for his response. “As for Barbara, well,
there’s no better bridge player. A demon with cards. Her
friends love and hate her because she does everything so well,
and her children are nice, too. Of course, her Roy has gone
and got himself a serious girlfriend, which makes my girls very
cross.”

This was the Andrewses’ spring cocktail party and Bunty,
cigarette in hand, was feverish and tired. She thrust a plate
toward me. “Have some. It’s a new kind of spreadable cheese
but I fear it’s disgusting.”

Nevertheless, she was enjoying her moment of social tri-
umph and, thanks to the gin, the party was humming. She
melted away, leaving a residue of smoke.

“I’m sorry,” I addressed Alexander Liberty.“You should be
talking to the girls . . . I’m sure you’d prefer it.”

There were at least six girls, including my daughter Amy
and Bunty’s Sylvia and Mary, clustered around the drinks table.
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“Indeed I would,” he said and, for a startled second, I
thought he meant it.Then I knew he possessed a sense of hu-
mor.“Talking to someone such as yourself, Mrs. Beeching, will
tax me greatly.”

He was tall and thin, with the pared slenderness of the
youth who had not had time to bulk out into the grown man.
Lightly tanned (where had he been?), with hair the color of
corn just before it is harvested, he looked clever, interesting,
and just a shade vulnerable. He was rather shabby, too: His
tweed jacket had seen years of service. As a housewife, I knew
that sort of thing without thinking about it. He had cut him-
self shaving:There was a small, fresh nick under his ear. But he
had a purity of profile, a smoothness of skin that reminded me
of a Greek statue I had seen in the British Museum. Or was it
Roman? Not being well educated in these things, I wasn’t
sure.

Returning my gaze, he raised an eyebrow, as if to say,“You
may scrutinize me as much as you like. In return, I will look at
you.” But he was polite, too: He was waiting for me to initiate
the conversation. Or perhaps he was making up his mind
about what he saw. For the record, it was a forty-two-year-old
woman in a green, full-skirted dress, black high heels, and red
lipstick.

“Interesting name, Liberty.” I rolled my glass between my
fingers.

“It’s a corruption from the Polish. My family fled here af-
ter they fell out of favor with one king or another. I can’t re-
member which. It was ages ago.” He touched a knuckle to his
forehead.“Actually, I do, but it’s not important.”

“I’m glad you weren’t there during the war,” I said.
There was a small, hard silence. “Yes, we escaped that. My

family was lucky to have settled here.”
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My gin and tonic had long ago lost its chill. I took a sip,
and it was both bitter and oversweet. I had never liked alcohol
very much, only the sensations that accompanied it. Not that I
overindulged as a rule, but Ryder was always bringing back
whiskey, gin, and exotic liqueurs from his flying trips, and we
had developed preferences—or, rather, had come to discrimi-
nate, and the Andrewses’ party gin was a cheap brand.

“Psychoanalysis,” I said.“Does that mean you’re a doctor?”
“Sort of. Will be. I’ve been training in London and

Switzerland, and now I’m doing a stint at St Bede’s.”
I noted his eyes were hazel, with long lashes. Intriguing

and . . . a little unsettling in their direct gaze.They seemed to
be asking: Who are you? Why are you? I would like to know.
“I know psychiatrists treat mental disease and try to see in-
side us . . .”

He cut me off.“Not ‘see’ exactly. No one can do that.”
That was good, I thought.We range so far and deep in our

secret lives and thoughts that it is best that we keep them to
ourselves.

Again, those hazel eyes were fixed on me and—
disconcertingly—he said, “Perhaps you’re thinking that we
need to keep our thoughts private.We need that privacy but it
is good to sort out why and how we think and feel.” I must
have colored, or looked taken aback, for a smile twitched his
lips.“Particularly when we need to understand a problem.”

His gaze slid around Bunty’s sitting room, spacious but
fussily decorated.The girls by the drinks table chattered away
like fledglings, and their skirts made a garden of pastels. Other-
wise, the guests were mostly middle-aged, settled, and estab-
lished, pretty innocuous. Over by the window, a tweed-suited
Major Blunt, a neighbor of ours, was discussing daffodil bulbs
with Ryder, my husband of twenty-four years.Then Alexander
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said, “You’re thinking I’m not old enough to know what I’m
talking about.”

“Not at all,” I was quick to reply.“I was thinking it must be
wonderful to be able to respond to problems in a fresh, new
way. Before . . . one has become . . . too settled, too blinkered,
perhaps, by one’s experiences.”

His reply took a little while.“And I was thinking how in-
teresting it is to have experience.”

Startled by this point of view, I thought of the years, where
the seconds, minutes, and hours were notched up. How I had
stroked and groomed them with routines and quiet applica-
tion.“Yes,” I found myself agreeing.“It is interesting.”

This time I blushed properly, and I knew he could see a
tide of color creeping across my cheek, and the intimacy of
that bothered me a little.Why, I was not sure. I pulled myself
together and tried again. “You’re hoping to find out what 
motivates us?”

“Yes,” he said passionately, and I knew I’d touched a nerve.
“Because it helps to heal and to understand.” He held up a
hand.“But I think I must be boring you.”

More than anything, I wished I could say something in-
telligent, something original he would think about later.
“Please—go on. Do we need to understand our past? Surely
it’s best forgotten in some instances.”

Again, that unembarrassed scrutiny of my face, and I knew
he was trying to read me.“I believe it helps. Freud, for exam-
ple, concluded that the child desires to possess the parent of
the opposite sex, and to exclude, to even kill, the parent of the
same sex.”

“How—how inconvenient.” I felt the bubble of amuse-
ment stretch my lips, widen my eyes.

“Are you laughing at me, Mrs. Beeching?”
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“No, I wouldn’t do that . . . well, only a little.”
He held up a hand in mock defeat. “I believe Freud and 

his theories have succeeded in changing the way we look at
ourselves.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to tease—I’ve always found that
family life cannot be categorized easily. But I promise to think
about it,” I added. “Please call me Barbara and I would like to
know more.”

His eyes widened a little at this shocking intimacy.“I’d love
to try and explain, but it would take too long.” He changed
the subject, and I was conscious of a reproof, a slight with-
drawal.“Mrs. Andrews mentioned that you’re a demon bridge
player?”

“I hate most games, particularly physical ones. And, if you
ask me to play Monopoly, or worse, charades, I’ll vanish in a
puff of boredom and dread. But with cards, deal me a hand and
I can divine the intention of my foe, the fall of the next card.
Ryder—my husband—says that when I die, they’ll open me
up and find the suits engraved on my heart.”

“So, you are a watcher. An observer.” He inflicted the last
word as if he had been considering what and who I was for
some time.

And I felt absurdly flattered to be taken so seriously. “Oh,
I’m not afraid to go for the kill. I lose any softness and double
my guile.”

“I’m terrified.” He flashed a smile, both shy and a little
wicked.“Do you play with or against your husband?”

“Occasionally I let him win,” I said.
He leaned forward a little, and I was conscious of the

warmth of his body and his extraordinary beauty.To my aston-
ishment, I found myself thinking: I would like to touch that cheek.
Just lightly. Quickly. Just to feel the texture of his skin.
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My hand flew to my neck and encountered a strand of hair
that had escaped from my chignon. I tucked it back in place,
and his eyes widened a little . . . and I found myself saddled
with an outrageous sequence of questions: Had he ever seen a
woman do her hair? Had he ever seen a woman undress?

At this point Ryder detached himself from Major Blunt
and came over to me.“Darling, should we be going?”

I introduced him to Alexander and explained what he did,
and Ryder said, in the hearty manner he adopted when he 
was not sure of his ground or, when a subject was difficult for
him . . . “A trick-cyclist? I’ve always wanted to know what 
they do.”

“You know perfectly well what they do,” I said, and turned
to Alexander.“Ryder only pretends he has a tin ear and short
patience for this kind of thing. In fact, he knows more about it
than I do.”

I sensed impatience on the part of Alexander Liberty, and
wanted to protest: “No, no, my husband isn’t like that really.”

It was with relief that I saw Bunty bearing down on us.
“Alexander, I’m afraid duty calls.” She addressed Ryder and
me: “This young man is kindly escorting the girls to the
movies and they’re anxious to be off.”

I laid a hand on my husband’s arm.“We mustn’t delay you,
then.”

The two men faced each other. Once upon a time, Ryder
had had the sort of . . . well, the beauty with which Alexander
Liberty had been endowed—glowing, unmarked, and flawless.

“Good-bye, then. It’s been interesting meeting you,” said
Ryder.

Embarrassed by Ryder—which did not often happen—I
took care to shake Alexander Liberty’s hand and he pressed my
fingers as if to say, “I enjoyed our conversation.”
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“Thank goodness for that,” Ryder muttered into my ear.
He put a hand on my waist and guided me to the door.“I want
to go home.”

A sixth sense made me look back over my shoulder and
what I saw sent a ripple down my spine. At the far end of the
room,Alexander Liberty was watching me.

I woke early—when Roy and Amy were born, the habit of 
lying in had vanished. Now, even all these years later, when I
opened my eyes, there was no luxurious slide into conscious-
ness but a rush of light, sense, and purpose.

It was Tuesday, six days after I had met Alexander Liberty.
At some point during the previous night, Ryder would

have returned from his latest trip and, not wishing to disturb
me, slept in the dressing room that opened off our bedroom.
These were his “duty” nights, as he put it. He preferred to have
a little solitude and space in which to ease away the cares and
responsibilities of flying the huge Stratocruiser. Either that, or
his nightmares were plaguing him, which they did from time
to time, and he took himself off in order not to wake me.

I admired Ryder very much. I always had. It takes courage
and coolness to master a shuddering, whining aircraft and
guide it to safety. I asked him whether he found it an intolera-
ble burden having so many lives to worry about and he had 
responded, “It’s different from flying solo, and there’s no ex-
citement of the chase.Then, again, I don’t have an enemy on
my tail, and there’s no horrible feeling of uncertainty.” He
dropped a kiss on the top of my head.“I try not to complicate
the issues.”

The remark was not intended as a rebuke, but it was a 
neat encapsulation of our different personalities. Ryder was—
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basically—decisive and quick to act. I took my time: molding,
nipping and tucking, rolling something around in my mind
until I felt I had made a shape with which I could work.
“Don’t worry,” I reassured him, when I pointed this out.“Our
differences make our marriage more interesting.”

I got up and pulled on my quilted satin robe, which was
powder blue and chosen, with Bunty egging me on, to flatter
my coloring. I squinted through the crack in the door to Ry-
der’s dressing room and was reassured by the sight of his 
uniform folded over the chair. Like many men, he looked
good in uniform. A cunning eye at Headquarters had selected
the dark blue and gold braid of the British Overseas Airways
Corporation that set off Ryder’s typical English looks and,
now that he was a captain, his air of authority. Currently he
was flying the Nigeria run: Frankfurt, Rome,Tripoli, then the
big leg to Kano and, finally, the descent into Lagos.The jour-
ney took twenty-four hours, and the crew rested for two
nights in hotels before the return journey.

“Tell me about these places,” I begged my well-traveled
husband, more than once. He did his best. Frankfurt had a
world-famous zoo. Rome was big and noisy. Tripoli, well—
Ryder gave one of his little coughs—you had to be careful in
Tripoli. “And Kano?” I urged. Apparently Kano lay on the
edge of the northern desert, and desert tribes, the beautiful
Falani and Tuareg, rode into town to trade horse blankets and
saddles. Lagos was humid, and the trees bloomed bright red
and orange, the Yoruba wives ran the markets, and Ryder
drank orange juice out of green glass bottles for breakfast.

“Is that all?”
“What more do you want to know?”
“I’m not sure.”
Ryder looked patient.“Then how can I answer,my darling?”
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“All right, then.What does it feel like to be in Africa?” Did
the sun sear the skin? Did the spring smell different from our
damp, horse-chestnut–blossomed one over here? Where did
the snakes live? How did Africans react to white faces?

“Silly, Babs.There are no seasons in the tropics.”
Ryder tended to stay put in the hotels: So many bugs

waited to pounce on the unwary Anglo-Saxon, and he had to
be in tip-top condition. (I remembered a picture in National
Geographic of the tuberculosis bacterium. A bright, elongated
rod shape that looked too interesting to be what it was.)

Ryder added, “You can never be too careful in Africa.
Dreadful things can happen in the rain forest, or on lonely
roads. I’ve heard stories . . . One family hired what they
thought was a reliable guard to watch the house at night and
he killed them.”

What I had never confessed to Ryder was that I rather liked
my “duty” nights—only I called them “off-duty” nights, when I
was exempt from the intimacies of washing, sleeping, and dress-
ing in the presence of another being.When—unwisely—I had
mentioned how I valued my solitude to Bunty, she was scan-
dalized. “Makes you sound like a hysterical old spinster,” she
said.“You don’t mean it, darling.”

I didn’t refer to it again.
Now I crept down the passage to the bathroom.The water

would be cold—Ryder had used up the last of the hot when
he came in—and my feet cramped on the linoleum. I ran a
small amount into the basin and scrubbed my face with soap.
My skin responded by tightening over the cheekbones. The
face, according to Good Housekeeping, had to be kept scrupu-
lously clean.

The cold drove into my shrinking flesh, and I dressed as
quickly as possible. Knickers, brassiere, and the girdle that
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pummeled my stomach into shape. Over them went the tweed
skirt made by Mrs. Fellowes in Quarry Street, my favorite
sweater set in coral lambs wool, and, finally, my stockings.

I twisted my hair up into its chignon—I was lucky for I
was a pure blonde with dark eyebrows and brown eyes. No
white hairs as yet, but even so . . . “By forty,” the wretched
Good Housekeeping had also pointed out, “a woman is settled
and she cannot expect fireworks or to retain the glowing good
looks of her youth . . .”

No?
Apparently not.
Downstairs, Ryder’s braided cap lay on the hall table, and I

hung it up on the hat stand, which had been a present from
big game hunter Uncle Victor. It was a tasteless thing with an
elephant’s foot as the base, but Ryder was fond of it so there
was no question of getting rid of it.

I shivered. Being cold was so wearisome. Dulling, because
you could think of nothing else. I wished we had central heat-
ing like the Sidneys, whose cottage was wrapped in delicious
warmth. But even if we could have afforded to install a system,
our home was a big Victorian villa with attics and cellars that
would eat up fuel.

The kitchen still smelled faintly of my marmalade-making
session, which was not unpleasant. I carried the coal hod by
the Rayburn, which did double duty as water heater and stove,
down to the cellar, shoveled in the anthracite and got warm
that way instead.

The Rayburn was sluggish this morning—I didn’t blame
it—and I riddled away until it rewarded me with a gleam. I
stuck the kettle on the top, snatched my garden coat from its
hook, let myself out the back door, and went to see to the
hens.

A master confectioner had been up in the night, piping a
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skim of frost over the lawn, trees, and the garden bench. It
glimmered white and black, beautiful and harsh, wrapping the
garden in silence. My feet left black prints as I walked past the
tennis court and the tiny orchard beside it. It was not really an
orchard since there were only five trees, but they were heavy
croppers. A poem said—and I can’t remember who wrote 
it—that frost was good for apples.

Keep cold, young orchard. Goodby and keep cold.
Dread fifty above more than fifty below.

I went down the steps to the vegetable garden where the re-
cently dug earth was frozen into chunks between rows of cab-
bages and brussels sprouts—the handiwork of Herr Schlinker,
who came twice a week to work there. My feet slid on the
path and my breath accompanied me in clouds. A subdued
clucking came from the hen house, but when I let them out,
the hens were not anxious to start the day either, and I had to
shoo them into the run. The night boxes were warm from
their bodies and acrid with urine, but it was a good earthy
smell. I parted the straw and searched for eggs. There were
four: two alabaster white, tinged with green; and two yellow
brown, stained and decorated with wispy underbelly feathers.

Cheeks glowing, I bore them back to the kitchen where I
discovered Ryder, looking helpless. “Didn’t know what you’d
planned for breakfast, Babs.”

“What do we normally have for breakfast?”
“Bacon and eggs.”
I favored him with a look and reached for the frying pan.
We always had breakfast in the dining room, and the bacon

was cold by the time I’d ferried the dishes through. I began on
mine.“Is your bacon cold, Ryder?”

“A bit.”
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“Darling, why don’t we get a table for the kitchen and
have breakfast in there? Everybody’s doing it, and the bacon
would be hot.”

It was a subject I had introduced every so often, for I had
planned my table strategy. With Ryder, it was best to cast a
stone into the pond and wait for the ripples. More often than
he knew—and a campaign sometimes took a year or so—I
achieved victory.The best and most productive were the ones
where Ryder ended up convinced that my idea had been his
in the first place.

“I don’t want to lower our standards,” he said. “Kitchens
are for cooking.”

“Says you.” I leaned forward. “I promise you, no standards
will fall. But if you don’t wish it . . . It’s good for my waistline,
darling, to keep fetching and carrying, and now that Amy’s
away so much, I don’t feel so tired.”

“Barbara, I hope you’re not overdoing it.”
Satisfied with my progress, I finished my bacon, knowing

that in the not-so-distant future we would have a breakfast 
table in the kitchen.

While Ryder read The Times, I tried unsuccessfully to read
the front page, gave up, reached for my notebook and wrote,
“Cheese, butter, bacon. Cake—walnut?”

The day’s shape unfolded. Normal, quiet, busy.
Ryder handed me The Times. I smoothed it out: Febru-

ary 26, 1959.Today. Later I would read it from cover to cover,
for I craved to know what went on in the world. For the pres-
ent, I made do with the crossword.This was both a delight and
an irritant: Frequently it reduced me to frustration at my lack
of . . . well, my lack.

First clue:“Barbarians riding.”
I tsked, and Ryder looked up.“For goodness sake, why do

you persist in doing it?”
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“To get better.”
“Could you get better in silence, darling?”
The telephone cut in, and I got up to answer it. A voice

said,“Not so chipper today, Mrs. Beeching. I won’t be in.”
“That’s fine, Mrs. Storr.” But it wasn’t.The absence of Mrs.

Storr, who had become a little deranged and erratic by the loss
of her only son in the Korean war, meant that I would be
cooking twice today.

I leaned against the hat stand.Tuesday meant beef rissoles.
(Monday was cold beef with pickle and mashed potato.) Wed-
nesday, . . . if Mrs. Storr came in, I would ask her to eke out
the leftovers of the roast in a cottage pie.

“Mrs. Storr,” I informed Ryder,“won’t be in.”He didn’t look
at me.“I don’t think she’ll ever recover from Kevin, you know.”

Now he did.“Do you need more help? Should we get rid
of her? If you are feeling overtired . . .”

“No.” I sat down and reached for the last piece of toast.“I
think women should run nations.”

“Wars are a necessary evil,” said Ryder, mildly enough.
I spooned marmalade onto my plate and inspected it.“Isn’t

that rather defeatist?”
“If you like,” he replied, still cool and patient,“but realistic.

I don’t doubt women’s negotiating skills. And I don’t doubt
yours.” He smiled lovingly at me.“But you have more impor-
tant things to think about.”

I had to think about the shopping.
I put on my black hat with the feather and my coat with

the narrow rabbit-fur trim, picked up my shopping basket, and
called good-bye to Ryder.

“Don’t be too long.” He leaned over the banister on the
landing.“Otherwise I’ll miss you.”
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“Silly.” I blew him a kiss.
Edgeborough Road was steep, and I walked to the top

with tingling calves, turned right and went down the hill, past
Mount Alvernia Hospital to Epsom Road, where I turned left.
This was the route I took before I was laden with purchases.
On the way back, I took the shorter one along the main road.

I passed the Odeon on my left. I pictured Alexander and
the girls sitting in the stuffy dark, giggling and eating pop-
corn. Before Amy had left for London on Sunday evening, she
grudgingly disclosed that Alexander had been good company
and she had enjoyed the film.

I crossed the street to the library and returned a book 
on the history of bridge.While the librarian searched for my
ticket, I rifled idly through the volumes on the “returned”
shelf while I decided what to read next.

A voice rang in my ear, Alexander Liberty’s voice, “. . . a
watcher. An observer . . . It is good to sort out what we mean.”

Then, suddenly, I was alight with excitement, impatience,
greedy to know more.

“Mrs. Beeching.”The librarian handed me my ticket.“Mrs.
Beeching? Can I be of any assistance?”

I smiled calmly at her.“No, thank you,” and went to search
through the nonfiction shelves for a book by Freud, who had
such curious notions about parents and children.
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Chapter 4: Barbara

Guildford was changing rapidly.We all saw it and sniffed it
and remarked on the pace.The mood was quickening, and the
streets were becoming a magnet for shops and shoppers.There
was an influx of new and ready money, a civic bustle, prizing
the city away from its sleepy past.

I liked it.
It was only ten-thirty when I left the library and walked

down to the high street but it was already crowded.
Recently, and to great excitement, a boutique had opened

opposite Holy Trinity Church, which sold records in brown
paper sleeves, and a larger boutique next door, which special-
ized in electric lamps. Bunty and I had inspected the window
minutely.

“I’m going to have to buy one,” she announced.
“But you don’t need a lamp.”
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“I know, darling, but it’s so exciting to have a choice.”
During the war there had been nothing much, apart from

whiskey and cigarettes.We made do and mended furiously, pa-
triotically, and did not allow ourselves to think about color, va-
riety, or the pleasure of making up one’s mind.The appetite for
choice returned afterward, in the dull, deprived, dun-colored
peace when the economy had been so bad that there had been
nothing to look at and nothing to buy. Now it was different.

As always, there was a queue in Sainsbury’s, and I amused
myself by mentally replacing the brown packages of tea
arranged on the shelf with the blue sugar bags stacked in the
window.Two wheels of cheddar and a mound of butter were
being cut up by muslin-turbaned women.Yellow, satiny, rich,
lush . . . painters had used those cheese and butter colors—the
French painters who wanted to convey a new impression of
what they saw. Throughout the war, my mother had worn a
headscarf of that precise buttery shade because European Jews
had been made to wear yellow stars, and she argued that soli-
darity had to begin somewhere. Busy with my children and
focused on getting through the rationing and the bombs while
Ryder was away on flying operations, I washed my hair in yel-
low camomile rinse to make it more golden and shiny. Surviv-
ing was all I could manage.“That’s fine, dear,” my mother said.
“Having principles is only possible when you’re older.”

Next door at the counter of Fuller’s tea shop, there was a
choice between a medium or a large walnut cake. Oh, the
luxury of dithering, of weighing up the pros and cons. I hoped
I’d never get used to it.

The shop assistant made a fuss of wrapping and boxing the
cake (large), and I anticipated the texture of the thin, sweet ic-
ing and, underneath, the crumbling, light-as-air sponge.A little
impatient, a little too hot in my tightly belted coat, I glanced 
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in the direction of the tables. The tearoom was full. Knives
clinked on plates, conversation hummed, and a queue waited
for tables to empty.Then I saw him.

Alexander Liberty was sitting close to the window, talking
hard to a companion, a dark-haired boy of his own age.They
were dressed in tweed jackets, ties, and Fair Isle sweaters, and a
half-empty plate of cakes lay between them.

“Madam.”The sales assistant gave me the cake box.
As I handed over the money,Alexander spotted me. He got

to his feet instantly. “Barbara.” He held out his hand. “I was
hoping I’d see you again.Was I rude to you at Mrs. Andrews’
party? Or, worse, did I bore you to death? If I did, I ask 
forgiveness.”

“No, no,” I protested. “Not at all. You gave me food for
thought.”

“Good.”
He looked at me intently, piercingly, to see if I’d meant

what I said, and—God help me—it was as if the shapes, ob-
jects, and people of this familiar setting shifted and resettled,
like the earth after a quake.

“Amy tells me you walked her home from the cinema the
other night.Thank you.” I fussed with the cake box; its scent of
spun sugar and walnuts sent saliva rushing into my mouth.
“Walnut cake.” I balanced it on my hands.“We’re fond of it—I
eat too much, and I shouldn’t.”

“Why shouldn’t you?”
“No reason,” I said.“Frugal habits from the war, I suppose.”
“Of course,” he said politely, and I wished I hadn’t men-

tioned the war. It was so weary a subject, and it made me feel
old.“Would you join us?” he asked. He indicated his compan-
ion at the table. “My colleague, Harry, would be delighted to
meet you, particularly . . .”
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“Particularly?”
“Particularly since I think you’d be interested in some of

the ideas we’re discussing.”
I would be interested. How delightful, and novel, it was to

be included in such a conversation. Intrigued, I glanced down
at the wretched cake box, and struggled with my conscience—
there were chores to do at home. “Don’t be too long,” Ry-
der had said. I noted the intricate seaming of my brown leather
gloves but also my surge of excitement, and that I no longer
felt a bit old.

“Thank you,” I replied. “But no, I don’t have time. I must
get home.”

He seemed disappointed but not surprised. “Harry and I
were discussing Freud’s theory of the memory slip, and we
could have used you as a guinea pig.You could give us valuable
data.”

I could not resist it.“Such as?”
“The theory tries to explain why we forget the names or

intentions of people and events that are quite important to us.”
“Excuse me.”A woman edged around us.
Alexander glanced back at Harry.“It takes a little while to

explain.”
“Then why don’t you come and have Sunday lunch with

us? Amy’s coming down from London, and I—I mean I’m sure
she would like to see you again.”

I found a woman’s toiletries bag once, on the beach at Teign-
mouth. It was years ago when the children were still small.We
holidayed there every summer and, as often as not, we scooped
up Sophie, Ryder’s niece, and took her with us. She was the
daughter of his brother, an only child, and her parents, Ian and
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Antonia, were unhappy with each other. “I think it would be
good for her if she spent time with us.” Ryder never alluded
directly to the state of his brother’s marriage, but I understood
well enough.

A sweet, bold child, she was fearless but accident prone.
“Sophie’s cut herself,” “Sophie’s fallen down,” “Sophie’s fallen
in” were daily cries, and I became expert in patching up her
wounds.

“Aunt Babs,” she was weeping tears of pain after cutting herself
rock-pooling, “Aunt Babs, when I grow up I want to be just like you.”

The disinfectant I dabbed on her knees hurt her more than the
cut, and I leaned over and held her close. “That’s the nicest thing any-
body could possibly say to me.”

Roy, Amy, and Sophie were now adults, but Ryder and I
still went to Teignmouth each year. Sometimes they came too,
but not as often as I would have liked. Ryder was fond of the
resort, and it suited his needs. He traveled so much, he said,
that he couldn’t bear the extra fuss of elaborate journeys. He
just wanted peace and quiet.

We had discovered Blatchford’s, a clifftop hotel, on our first
visit, and we engaged the same room year after year. It over-
looked the beach, which had a wide sweep and plenty of sand;
and a serenade of waves and seagulls sent us to sleep and woke
us up. Most mornings, we climbed down the steps cut into the
red rock of the cliff, checked there was no train in sight,
crossed the railway, and dug in for the duration.

I was an expert, too, at managing the duration. In the early
days, I learned to wrap up sandwiches tightly in waxed paper
so the sand couldn’t get in. I knew that Roy would demand
the green bucket and Amy would have to make do with the
gray one. In the basket, I packed Band-Aids for knees and toes
and jelly babies for bribes, and I made sure there were extra
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socks, clothes, and towels for wet little bodies, and a library
book for Ryder.

I had to be good at managing. It was my job. But, over the
years, I had grown wary of using that word. Men, I noticed,
were a little tricky on the subject of women and jobs. Being
good at my “job,” though, bought me a little time and space,
which I needed. If Ryder was busy with his book, and the
children with their sand castles, I was free to think—like the
Japanese who, it was said, had so little space in their crowded
country that their only source of true privacy was inside their
heads.

That morning I felt restless. A couple of days before, there
had been a storm, and the sea was still angry. I checked on the
three children, who were busy with their sand castles, buttoned
my cardigan over my bathing suit, and announced,“I’m going
for a stroll. Can you watch the children?”

Ryder barely looked up from his book. “Don’t be too
long.”

I placed a finger against his cheek. “What if I never come
back?”

“Don’t say that. Even as a joke.”
Skirting the high water mark, solitary and deliciously un-

fettered, I struck out along the beach. The weather was im-
proving, and there was even a suggestion of sun on my back.
Sand, damp velvet beneath my toes, seaweed draped over
rocks, salt-encrusted driftwood. Then my foot struck a hard
object, and I looked down to see a plain white china cup and
saucer and, beside them, a man’s sock. Farther along, resting
above the tidemark, there was a small suitcase: brown attaché,
well worn, and water stained.

The boning in my bathing suit bit into my flesh as I knelt
down and pried open the case. Inside there was a toiletries bag
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in pink sprigged material, a small flashlight, and a pair of scis-
sors. I hesitated. Had someone died? I inserted finger and
thumb into the sodden washbag, and drew out a box. I sensed
that someone, a woman, was dead. And I knew what that
box—domed and rigid—contained. I had one too.

“Barbara!” Ryder’s shout echoed down the beach. I looked
up. He was on his feet, waving and pointing to Roy, who was
hopping up and down, evidently crying. Quickly, I scooped up
handfuls of sand and buried the box, a decent burial for a pri-
vate thing, and hurried back to the children.

Roy had stepped on a weaver fish.“What do I do?” Ryder
was trying to calm the frantic child.“Is there anything we can
do?”

I dived into the picnic basket, wrenched open the Ther-
mos, and poured as much as I dared over Roy’s wound—the
warm tea would draw out the poison.Within minutes, the pain
had gone. “That’s what you do for a weaver fish bite,” I in-
formed Ryder.

That evening I inquired of Mr. Ellis, the hotel proprietor, if
there had been an accident. “A yacht did go down,” he con-
firmed.“Ten miles up the coast, in the storm.Took with it the
skipper, his mate, and a woman.”

Had she been blond or brunette? Married or with her
lover? Did she feel that her life had been worthwhile as she
fought in the cold water to stay alive, for she would have
fought? Whatever she might or might not have been, how
ironic, sad, inevitable was it that of all the things to survive her
death, it had been evidence of her fertility? Her femaleness.

Unexpectedly, Roy had driven down from London with Amy
on Friday evening. “Hope I’m not putting you out, Mother,”
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he had said, as he kissed me.“I’ve asked Victoria over for lunch
on Sunday.”

I had stood back to look at him.Already Roy had become
the man he would be for the rest of his life. Rather grave, seri-
ous, and nice, the sort of person who did not want to take risks
but would drive a steady course down the middle.Was this a
kind appraisal? Guilty, I kissed him twice and held him tight.

“All right, Mother!” He stepped away. “You only saw me
last week.”

Ryder had surprised me by reproving him for not giving
me more warning. “Phone your mother next time,” he said.
“She cannot be expected to conjure extra food out of thin
air.” Roy looked discomfited.

Later on, he cornered me. “Do I take advantage of you,
Mother?” he wanted to know.“You must say.”

I was up early on Sunday morning, stoked the Rayburn,
and fed the hens. Outside, the weather was melting into a
warmer mood, with a teasing hint of spring in the whipped
cream clouds and softer air.

I dusted the sitting room. Big and gracious, it overlooked
the front drive and had a large fireplace and a bay window, for
which I had chosen powder blue curtains, the color of an early
summer sky.

The ormolu clock on the mantelpiece struck eight o’clock,
a lovely ripple of sound that slid over the seconds, the minutes,
and the hours. It was an Austrian clock and I was passionately
attached to it, not only for its elegance but because it had be-
longed to my parents.

Two bronze cherubs flanked its face, leaning carelessly and
happily against the casing.With a fingertip, I touched the one
who was pointing at the dial. You don’t care about time, I told
it silently. Not really. The date on the clock face was 1781, the
year Mozart had been in Vienna, and on the back was en-
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graved “Ich spüre nur die Zeit,” which meant, according to 
Major Blunt, who, ever the kind neighbor, had translated it for
me, “I feel only time.” (Major Blunt spoke German, since he
had worked in intelligence in Berlin after the war, so I reck-
oned he would have got it right.)

The clock always lifted my spirit: It breathed of the cultiva-
tion of the mind, of luxurious elegance, of fantasy and soaring
imagination, and of a world where time mattered—of
course—but not too much.

“Morning, Mother.” Amy, in her bathrobe, put her head
around the door.

Duster in hand, I swiveled around.“Morning, darling.” Her
hair was tousled, her skin shiny with cold cream, and she
looked drained from a long week in the ministry typing pool.
“Darling, would Mrs.Trant allow you downstairs in a dressing
gown?”

Mrs.Trant was Amy’s landlady. After much anxious discus-
sion between Ryder and me as to the amount of freedom Amy
should be permitted, we had given in when she pointed out
angrily,“When I’m twenty-one, I can do as I please.”

“Don’t worry,” Ryder had reassured me later, “She’ll
knuckle down when she marries.”

Amy advanced into the sitting room. “What’s Mrs. Trant
got to do with it? When’s everyone arriving? And who?”

I brushed the snarled hair off her face. “Usual time. The
Andrewses plus the girls, and their lodger, Alexander Liberty.
Hurry up and get dressed—I need help.”

“Why can’t Roy help you?” Amy’s eyes were bright and
hard with suppressed feeling.

“Is everything all right,Amy?”
“You haven’t answered my question, Mother.” She sounded

cool enough, but she was angry.“Why don’t you wake Roy?”
“Don’t be silly.”
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She shook her head.“Not silly. Roy is as capable of helping
you as I am.”

She left the room and went back upstairs. I gave the clock
a final flick of the duster. A new, and baffling, obduracy had
settled over my daughter. Gone was the giggling girl who had
come home from school to confide, with innocence and a
kind of earnest joy, the events of her day. Gone were the times
when I had listened, enraptured, to the battles and voyages of
the schoolgirl—replaced by the young woman who had put
up a shutter and invited no questions.

Later, having served the family breakfast and prepared the
lunch, I went upstairs. Ryder had opened the bedroom win-
dow, and the stuffiness of night had been swept away. I closed
it.There was a whiff of mothballs from the open wardrobe, a
hint of vinegar where Mrs. Storr had cleaned the window, the
residue of frying from my sweater on the chair, which I wore
when I was cooking. I folded it away: For so much of the day
my energies went into keeping at bay the sweat and smells, the
evidence of living.

I sat down at the dressing table to do my makeup in the
freshly cleaned mirror. What was I seeing exactly? What lay 
behind the face—so perfectly feminine and settled—that I
usually presented to the world? I caught a strand of my hair
between my fingers—it was soft, rather fine hair and had a
habit of escaping—and twisted it.

“Checking up on your beauty, darling?” Ryder came into
the room and stood behind me.

Normally, I would have said something like: Don’t be silly.
I’m not beautiful.

Now, I asked.“Am I, Ryder?”
He bent over me. “You haven’t changed since the day I

met you.”
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I rested my forehead against his cheek. “So tactful,” I 
murmured.

Ryder laughed and went downstairs to check the drinks
cabinet. I redid my hair and dabbed scent on my neck—its
warm flowery essence a reminder that there were alternatives
to scum on dishwater, the creep of mold in the cellar. Music,
speculation, adventure, and . . . knowledge. On an impulse I
dabbed a scent on my wrists, just at the point where the pulse
beat.

Although she had elected to wear her office skirt and blouse
rather than the dress I had bought her,Amy had made an effort
with her hair, which she had brushed back from her forehead.
It suited her better than the fringe she preferred. Even so, be-
side Bunty’s daughters, Amy appeared an awkward, solid fig-
ure; my anxiety for her grew and deepened.

At the lunch table, Alexander sat between her and Mary,
and every so often the trio burst into laughter.Victoria, who
had arrived earlier and presented me with a bunch of carna-
tions and a box of Black Magic chocolates, was opposite Roy,
who was well scrubbed and smartly dressed in a three-piece
suit. Every so often Victoria sent him a melting look. Her hair
was very short and tightly permed, and she was encased in a
pink print—a pretty doll whom Roy evidently admired.

Bunty’s husband, Peter, was placed, of course, next to me.
“Dreadful about the accident on the bypass.” He put another
forkful of beef into his mouth and chewed importantly.“What
have I always said about that bypass?”

I fixed my eyes on Peter, of whom I was fond, and heard
nothing. Get on with it, I wanted to say. Can’t we talk about
something important?
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I overheard Alexander . . .“and then I forced myself to climb
back over the college gate and impaled my foot on a spike.”

“Peter, what accident?”
“The race driver on the A3. Going too fast.”
But I was not interested in what Peter had to say. I wanted

to know what exactly had happened to Alexander’s foot . . .
for I was finding that Alexander’s presence at my table was—
and this was a shock to me—unsettling, almost overpowering.
I glanced up and became aware that Ryder had noted that I
was a little distracted.Yes, he was apparently listening to Mary
who was sitting on his left, perfectly focused, superbly polite—
as always—smiling and nodding in his considered way, but
there was a twitch of his eyebrows, a hint of a frown that I
knew meant he was trying to work out what was bother-
ing me.

Peter pressed on with the uphill business of holding my at-
tention.“Would Ryder like a round of golf ?”

I tried my best to focus on him. “I’m sure he would. Let
me see. He’s flying all next week.What about the week after?”

Pink in the center, rimmed with brown, the slices of beef
still lay on my plate. I could not eat.

Peter extracted his date book from an inner pocket and
checked it.“Fine.”

“Tell me more!” Amy’s voice rose, loud and amused. She
had virtually turned her back on Roy, who was on her right.
He was discussing how central heating would soon be in every
home with Bunty, who had the rabbit-in-the-headlights ex-
pression on her face.

“Amy.” I got to my feet, which was a signal for her to do
likewise.

She contrived to ignore me, and it was Victoria who leaped
up with a glad cry:“Let me, Mrs. Beeching . . .”
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Victoria was neat and efficient, and I was grateful for her
help. “Apple pie, how lovely.” She darted around the kitchen,
scraping and stacking plates. She emitted energy in waves, en-
ergy that was directed at making sure I liked her. “You must
give me the recipe,” she said. “I so love collecting them for
jams, chutneys, pies . . .”

I handed Victoria the dessert plates.“Could you take these
in for me, please?”

“Mrs. Beeching,” she was examining the pie and said, with
irritating helpfulness, “some of the crust is burned.” She bus-
tled out of the kitchen and I heard her announce,“Won’t be a
moment.A bit of an emergency.”

Knife in hand, I gritted my teeth and surveyed the kitchen.
The wreckage was everywhere: Dirty china stacked high, a
tray of cooled fat on the sideboard, the table dusted with flour
and bits of meat. The sink had acquired a frieze of cabbage.
Hours of work would be required to restore it to order.

I shaved the offending scorch mark off the pie and carried
it triumphantly into the dining room.At my entrance,Alexan-
der glanced up, and the brilliance and mystery of his smile
made me feel careless and feather light.

“When the weather’s warmer,” Roy clapped an arm around
Alexander’s shoulders,“you must come over and play tennis.”

Leaving Bunty, Peter, and Ryder to roast by the fire, the
rest of the party had adjourned to the garden for some fresh air.

“I’d like to very much.”Alexander mimed a swinging fore-
hand shot.

Roy imitated him.“Let’s do it.”
The party wandered down toward the hen house, and the

girls embarked on an egg hunt, shrieking, and exclaiming.
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“What’s in there?” asked Alexander, pointing to the apple
house just visible behind the trees.

I explained what it was and we went toward it.
“Ah, the apple pie,” he said.
“The burned apple pie.”
Alexander was amused.“Not so very burned.”
“But tell the truth, Bunty’s efforts are better than mine.”
He stopped and struggled a little with that one, and I could

not stop myself laughing.“Don’t worry about hurting my feel-
ings. I’ve cooked enough desserts to know that some will 
always be better than others.”

“Thank you,” he said gratefully, and we moved on.
I was aware of how close he was to me.“Apple pie symbol-

izes the best of family life . . .” I grabbed a topic.
By chance, his arm brushed against mine. “I supposed it

does,” he replied. “But do you think those virtues are for
everyone?”

Inside the protection of my coat, I shivered. There was a
quality about Alexander Liberty that challenged me.

“I look at you,” he said, and the hazel eyes rested on my
face,“and I see a woman who made an art and a perfection of
the family. I see you ruling it . . . beautifully.” His eyes shifted
to the base of my neck, and I wondered if he could tell that a
pulse there was beating away.

“Don’t be silly,” I said, less pleased by the idea of my so-
called strength and apple-pie virtue than I should be,“I just do
what I do.”

Again, he colored up and then I understood, that for all his
learning and his theories, Alexander was not quite as sure and
certain as he would like to be.

“You think about things very hard, don’t you?”
“I try,” he said. “But I’m not so good at it and . . . some-
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times . . . I get deflected.” He paused, and the pause seemed to
be full of unspoken suggestion.Then he smiled at me, a sweet,
admiring, complicit smile and, to my astonishment, I thought:
He likes me. He likes what I am.And underneath was surprise
at how much that pleased me.

Quickly, I said, “Oh look, the door of the apple house is
open. I must have forgotten to shut it.”

The apple house was not beautiful. It was windowless and
built of a cheaper red brick than the house but, inside, it was
still furnished with the original wooden slatted trays, stacked
up to the roof. It smelled of must and quite a few of the higher
trays were damaged.

I pulled one out and displayed the rows of Bramleys and
russets.“It takes hours to rack them.” I picked one up, balanced
it on my palm, and held it out.“But it’s pleasant enough work.
Try one.”

Alexander took the apple and bit into it.“Nice.”
I checked the tray, took out a couple of decaying fruits, and

dropped them into the pail outside the door. Later I would
empty the sweet-sour rot onto the compost heap.

I pointed to the damaged racks.“I feel guilty that I let the
children use it as a den, but they loved it.”

Alexander ran a hand up the slats. “Grown-ups keep out.
Not allowed.” He turned and grinned at me. “Can’t you re-
member what it felt like to rule a kingdom with no adults
around? I can.”

I looked away.“I don’t think so.” I bent over and retrieved
another rotting apple.“But does one feel any more powerful as
an adult?”

He dropped his core into the pail and wiped his mouth.
“Depends who you are, and if you feel your life is going 
well.”
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“Is yours?”The question flew from me before I’d had time
to consider it.“Going well?”

“I hope so,” he said. “And from what I see, husband, chil-
dren, house, yours must be too.”

I smiled up at him.“Women aren’t powerful.They have to
make do with little snippets here and there.”

“Oh, but they are,” Alexander contradicted. “Much, much
more so than they think.They exert a terrible power.”

“Do they?” I considered the statement, its pleasing, teasing
implications.

I turned and made to push the apple tray back into posi-
tion.Alexander had the same thought. Our hands collided. His
lay on mine.

Beneath his touch, my hand shrank—but not with revul-
sion. I felt the kick of my heart in my chest, the surge of ex-
citement that I should respond to this accidental touch as I had
done. It was funny, and wonderful—and ridiculous since I was
old enough to be Alexander’s mother.

It was over in a second or two. I took my hand away, and
he stepped back.

Without saying anything more, we went back into the gar-
den.The whole episode must have taken four minutes, possibly
five, but no more.

106/Q-47A08783-094 LONG CGI Contact: Michael Miller

60 Elizabeth Buchan

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 60



Chapter 5: Siena

“L isten up.” India bullied her way into my early morning.
“I’ve been calling around, and Caesar Books are very keen—
put me something together on paper. Okay?”

I made the mistake of looking at my calendar.“How soon?”
“Yesterday. Just do it, sweetie. Um?”
“Remind me to lower your percentage.”
“And you’ve been invited on by Radio London onto their

fashion quiz. Interested?”
“Nope.”
“Thought not.”
“Bloody hell,” said Charlie, when I told him about the

book offer. He had rushed home from court to change for a
dinner with colleagues.“You’ll kill yourself.” He pulled off his
socks and danced around in his Calvin Kleins. “But I suppose
the money’s useful and I’m a bit short at the moment.” He
squinted at the laundry basket and aimed a sock. Then he
asked, carefully,“Is it good money, Siena?”
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I answered, just as carefully, “Quite a lot for our running-
away fund.”

“Our fund?”
“Our fund.”
Charlie knew I had several funds in which I squirreled

away money.They were my stash—my independence.Without
them, I felt powerless, impotent.

He looked at me steadily. “I can’t make you understand
that I would always look after you . . . if you weren’t working.”

That old subject. “But you can never be sure . . .” I cut
across Charlie.“Things can go wrong. Marriages, jobs.You fall
out of favor and, then, you’re dead meat.Too old, too tired, too
over . . . I’ve seen it happen.”

He bent down and placed his hands on my shoulders.
“What are we really talking about, Siena?”

I gazed up at him. What was I trying to say. What should we
be saying to each other? A great weariness gripped me.“Nothing,
nothing, Charlie.”

There was disappointment in his eyes as he turned away. A
pause, then he ticked off the points on his fingers.“One book.
One trip to the States and a possible TV series. One weekly
slot to fill in the magazine. God knows how many appearances
on talk shows, et cetera.That fills the next six months nicely.
And then . . .”

“And then I’ll be thirty-six.”
“That’s not what I was going to say. I was going to say that

our running-away fund will look pretty healthy.”

The subject of America came up again as we were driving
down the M3 on Sunday morning. It was our precious free
day, but this invitation was important.
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To his surprise, Charlie had been sounded out by the head
of a rival chambers. A vacancy might, just might, come up in
the future. Nothing definite. Plenty of time. But if it turned
out to be the case, would Charlie be interested? It was a richer,
plusher, more establishment setup, and Charlie’s first response
had been no.Then he had thought about it and told me I was
on duty for lunch.

“Not so immune, then,” but I was only half teasing him,
for this was a new, rather puzzling development.

“I’m trying to be sensible.” Charlie looked grave and 
loving.“For both of us.”

But he had never been one for sense and prudence in 
the conventional way: His perspectives were bolder—and less
practical.The old Charlie, alight with enjoyment at being alive
and involved and crusading, which I found so irresistible,
would not have considered selling out.

Charlie was in his best gray suit, and I was cinched into a
hot-off-the-peg Izzy Athill dress, which Izzy’s publicist had
tried to give me, but I knew better and had paid for it.

“Presumably Mike and Tony don’t know about this lunch.”
I had named a couple of Charlie’s colleagues at the same level.

Charlie laughed. “Better than that,” he said. “They do
know.” He reached into the glove compartment for his sun-
glasses and shoved them on. I leaned over and pushed them up
his nose.“So? What’s happening about the States?” he asked.

“I’m flying to New York for a preliminary meeting, a few
days at the end of the month. Nothing’s settled, Charlie.
Everyone’s just . . . looking.”

Charlie drove fast for another couple of miles or so.Then
he dropped in, over the sound of the car’s heating, “Cimmie
called yesterday.”

“You never told me.”
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“I must have forgotten.”
I looked away, out of my window. The reason Cimmie,

Charlie’s first wife, had left him, he had reported, was because
Charlie had not taken her seriously enough. He had been busy
with building up his practice in the chambers, which had
taken all his energy, and Cimmie had been struggling to make
her way as an interior designer. She accused him of not re-
specting what she was doing, and of lacking support. He ac-
cused her of continual nagging and of failure to understand
how important it was that he had time and space to concen-
trate on his work. In this way, they circled each other, but the
circles had become progressively wider until it was impossible
for them to see each other clearly.

“Afterward, I had an awful feeling that I had been playing
at marriage,” Charlie rationalized.“Trying it out for size.A sort
of take-it-back-if-it-doesn’t-fit.” The idea troubled him. “I
made so many mistakes. Never again.”

I had been the beneficiary of Charlie’s determination
never to make the same mistakes.

The last was an important factor in my decision to marry
him. I carried the baggage of a failed marriage too, and the
“never again” declaration was what I yearned to hear. Our
marriage would be cut and tailored seamlessly out of the waste
and wreckage of our experience.That was the calculation.

“I’ve agreed to have lunch with Cimmie.”
“When?”
“I’ve forgotten.”
“Oh.” Charlie was a lawyer, trained and sharp.As a rule, he

did not forget things.
Charlie accelerated.“You don’t mind, I take it?”
I chose my words carefully. “I didn’t know you’d been in

touch.”
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Charlie took his eyes off the road to look at me. “Did I
ever say I wasn’t?”

We drove along a river valley—a plush, manicured land-
scape in which nestled expensive brick Elizabethan houses and
Georgian mansions with lawns sloping down to the river.

“Bet the Liversedges live in one of those.” I pointed to a
perfect specimen of the latter.

They did.
On the phone, Sally Liversedge had said,“It’s only Sunday

lunch. Small and intimate. Harry’s so busy that big dos at the
weekend just don’t work.”

I gathered up my bag.“Best behavior?”
Charlie pulled on the hand brake and flicked my thigh

with a finger.“Best behavior.”
We were greeted at the door by a beautiful young man

holding a drinks tray, and a second one ushered us into a sit-
ting room overlooking the river, decorated in pink and gray.
“So much for the intimate, informal gathering,” I hissed at
Charlie.

Sally Liversedge detached herself from a group of ten or so
and came over. She was a good-looking woman of approxi-
mately fifty-five, dressed in Timeless Elegance mode. That is
safe and classic. Mistake.Timeless Elegance was aging. I longed
to coax her into a pair of wicked shoes, or to strip off the per-
fectly tailored blouse under her suit and replace it with a T-shirt.

Among others, she introduced us to a judge (Crown
Court) and his wife, to a fashionable landscape gardener, who
affected the crumpled corduroy look, then a professor of ju-
risprudence and his wife. All of them were older than Charlie
and me—and, at a guess, none would have read my column,
which gave me an advantage. People could be snobbish about
fashion . . . but they shouldn’t be.What else is more revealing
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than men and women’s intense interest in their own bod-
ies and what disguises they choose to put on them? Style.
Line. Color. These are the hallmarks of civilization—so full 
of beauty and pleasure, so funny and wonderful and endlessly
absorbing.

Ellen, the professor’s wife, was dressed in a floral shirtwaist
(not ideal for the thicker figure), cream heels and not a scrap of
makeup.The verdict on Ellen? I have defeminized myself very ef-
ficiently, and I also want to say that it is my mind that matters. I
shuddered a little at this grim, sexless picture.

“And what do you do?” she asked.
I explained, and a frown etched itself on her scrubbed

countenance.After a pause, she said,“How interesting.”
I asked her politely if she worked in the same area as her

husband. “I support my husband,” she replied aggressively.
“That is work, you know, but I’m sure your generation doesn’t
view it like that.”

“Of course,” I hastened to say. “One of the nice things
about being female today is that so many options are open.
The choices are infinite.”

“If you believe that,” replied Ellen, “then your generation
is more stupid than I supposed.”

Thereafter the conversation flagged.
The windows in the dining room framed a vista of lawn

and river, which was fringed by a couple of willows. We ate
mushroom soup, lobster, and îles flottantes served by the beauti-
ful young men, who glided from guest to guest. At my end of
the table, the talk was of an opera production that the judge
had seen in Verona the previous summer and the latest moves
by the government to unclog the criminal justice system. I ate
the excellent lunch and kept a weather eye on Charlie. Not
surprisingly, he seemed a little tense and, every so often, I sent
him a tiny smile. You’re doing fine.
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Afterward we put on our coats and braved the chill to pa-
rade over the immaculate grass to the river, which was clear
and free from weed. “It’s the flint,” explained Harry Livers-
edge.“It filters the water.”

“Do you have fishing rights?” asked Charlie, and looked
impressed when Harry replied,“Of course.”

“It’s like a film set,” he said, into my ear, but I caught the
note of envy.

“Down, Rover,” I murmured.
“Now, you two,” reproved our hostess. “You have all the

time in the world to talk to each other.”
When we returned to the house, Sally drove the women

into the kitchen to view the improvements she had been de-
scribing to us.The staff were putting away the leftovers from
lunch and wiping down the surfaces.

“Of course,” Sally was smoothly modulated,“we only had
a new kitchen put in three years ago, but it never really pleased
me, and I insisted that we try again. Harry was very under-
standing about the expense, so I’m particularly annoyed,” she
pointed to a recessed wooden trim on the cupboards,“that the
builders disobeyed my instructions. It’s all wrong.”

There was much tutting and exclaiming from the other
women, but to my surprise I, who minded about perfection,
experienced a twinge of . . . impatience?

“I dare say,” Sally might have divined my reaction. “You
probably consider that I’m being ultra fussy.”

“Not at all,” I said.
“When one is spending thousands and thousands, you ex-

pect everything to be exactly right.”

“Did Harry say anything to you?” I asked Charlie, on the way
home.
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“Plenty to think about,” he said. “He was persuasive and
flattering.”

“And?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “Could be tempted . . . depends.

But nothing will happen for months—if at all.”
“Surely not, Charlie. You can’t sell yourself out of your

philanthropy into, well, not usury, but something that doesn’t
suit you.”

A set of traffic lights flicked to red, and he stopped the car.
“Do you mean that, Siena?”

“Yes, I do.”
His face softened into tenderness. “That’s nice.”The lights

changed, and he put his foot on the accelerator.“I’ll bear it in
mind.”

I reached over and grabbed his arm. “No, don’t bear it in
mind. Stick to your ambitions.”

Charlie did not reply but I could tell he was pleased since
he drove along whistling under his breath.

There was the usual M3 Sunday evening traffic jam. (An
evening wasted.) Beating up the motorway in the evening tide
of traffic were SUVs, their trunks stuffed with equipment—
strollers and duvets covered in bright cotton—men with re-
ceding hairlines at the wheel and, beside them, women in
padded jackets.

I began to compose the thank-you letter to the Livers-
edges, which must be written and mailed tomorrow.To be any
later was to demonstrate a shortfall in good manners, which
might harm Charlie.

It was almost dark. I thought longingly of our quiet, water-
lit apartment—its space, its privacy and tranquility. I looked
forward to kicking off my shoes and eating supper off a tray on
the sofa. Cheese, biscuits, a glass of wine.
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And so it was. After we had eaten, watched the news, and
flicked through the papers, Charlie peeled an apple and fed it
to me, quarter by quarter.

“About Cimmie,” I gathered my courage, “when are you
lunching?”

Charlie dropped a coil of peel onto the plate. “As it hap-
pens, when you’re away in the States.”

Cimmie was not strictly beautiful.“Oh dear,” she said, when I
was introduced to her at my wedding to Charlie,“I’m tempted
to call you the second Mrs. Grant.” She was there because
Charlie felt it would be a noble gesture to ask her, and Cim-
mie wrote in acceptance:“A good moment for closure?”

I suppressed an unworthy desire to point out that large
breasts and halter necklines were the worst combination.Yet
there was allure in Cimmie’s expression, in the way she held
herself, that presented the illusion of beauty.

At the reception, she seized the first opportunity to come
over to me. She took my hand and said thoughtfully,“I can see
why Charlie loves you. He tells me he does, very much.”

The pearl drop earrings that Cimmie wore mimicked the
movement of her head. She was being generous, but I did not
want her generosity, which made me ashamed.“Thank you.”

A little of my feeling must have registered with her, for
Cimmie blushed and said brightly,“I give him to you.”

“Such a good thing to have laid that ghost,” my mother
commented, as she helped me change into my going-away
outfit—a (fake) leopard-skin Dolce & Gabbana jacket and
leather skirt. “One should always meet the first wife. Then 
you know what you’re up against. Has Charlie met Jay?” She
swiveled around and accosted Manda, my bridesmaid, who had

106/Q-47A08783-094 CGI Contact: Michael Miller

Everything She Thought She Wanted 69

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 69



been supervising the dressing and undressing until my mother
barged in.“Have you been in touch with Jay?”

“Jay’s in Hong Kong, making lots of money. He hasn’t
been back for ages, but I told him Siena was getting married
again.” Manda smoothed the jacket over my shoulders. “He
was fine about it.” She leaned over and kissed my cheek.“You
look lovely, Siena.” She held out my bouquet.“Now, what did
I instruct you to remember?”

I stroked the white roses, so beautiful, serene, and un-
marked. Soon, very soon, I would walk into a new future.
“The past is another country.”

She kissed me.“Word perfect.”
I kissed her back.“And what did I tell you?”
“The wing of friendship never molts a feather.”
“Brilliant.”
My mother was looking on fondly. “Any chance of your

rejoining your guests?”
I repeated the gist of the conversation with Cimmie to

Charlie while we were on our honeymoon, walking in the Hi-
malayas. I can picture it so well. Late afternoon, purple shad-
ows spreading like oil over the mountainside, and our group
was making its way toward Pokhara for the night. I was keep-
ing up fine, but I felt rather low because I knew that no hot
shower or comfortable bed lay ahead, only ghee, rice, and a
hard floor. Charlie, however, was in his element. Lean and
bronzed, he had developed a mountain stride, a cross between
a lope and a fast walk, which meant he was always ahead.

We sat and rested on a flat stone before the final lap into
Pokhara, and I chose that moment, targeted by the strong sun
and chill wind, lapped by rocks and color, and unaccountably
moved by the strangeness of the landscape, to inform him that
Cimmie had given him to me.
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Charlie extracted a wrinkled, tough-looking apricot from
his backpack, examined it and bit into it.“Did she?”

On the opening day of Charlie’s biggest case in his career,
Cimmie had packed her bags and arranged for a substantial
amount of their furniture to be removed from their house. She
left a note regretting the inconvenience, but since Charlie was
married to his career she felt that she got in his way.“I see this
as an unselfish move on my part,” she wrote,“and you will be
grateful.”

“Actually,” I added, examining my legs, which I had bruised
on the climb,“I think Cimmie was fighting for survival.”

“To survive me?” Charlie was startled.“I don’t think so.”

“Okay, Lucy.When you’re ready.”
In the photographer’s studio, Lucy Thwaite, Jenni, and I

stared into the triple mirror, which also reflected a makeup girl
in the act of packing her bag, and the photographer conferring
with his assistant.A spotlight was trained onto the square of red
paper taped down on the floor where, shortly, Lucy would pose.

What I saw in the mirror gave me enormous pleasure.
Jenni said,“Great!”
Lucy continued to stare at the woman in the dark gray

pantsuit, white silk camisole, and suede ankle boots. Her hair
had been cut into a feathery cap, and her face was made up
with a hint of olive eyeshadow and Mac’s taupe lipstick.

“Is that me?” She seemed bewildered.“Me?”
I slipped my arm around her shoulders and gave her a hug.

“Does it please you?”
Lucy’s response was slow in coming, and Jenni intervened:

“You look fantastic.Your back is so narrow.”
Lucy touched a feather on her forehead.“Are you sure this
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color suits me?” She tugged at a pant leg. “I’m not used to
pants that . . . fit like this. I don’t know what Derek will say. Or
the children.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to point out that it didn’t
matter what they thought, but I would have been wrong to say
so. Of course Lucy saw herself reflected in her family. How
else would she define herself ?

She placed her hands on her hips and twirled. “It does
make me look thinner.”

Jenni and I exchanged a look.Whatever our differences, we
liked this moment when the butterfly struggled out of the
chrysalis.

Lucy burst into tears. Quick as a flash, Jenni drew her away
from the mirror and made her sit down on the nearest chair.
“Lucy, Lucy . . . you’ll spoil your makeup.”

The makeup girl reversed operations and began to unpack
her stuff. I bent over Lucy.“I feel so tired,” she sobbed.“I don’t
think I can cope.”

The makeup girl darted forward, brushed me aside, and
dabbed at Lucy’s face with a tissue.

“Sorry,” said Lucy.“Sorry, sorry.”
The makeup girl said,“If you stop crying, I can do the re-

pair work. It won’t take a minute.” Her voice was soothing, her
movements professional.

Eventually, Lucy relaxed.The photographer issued an order
to his assistant, who adjusted the lights. I commandeered a sec-
ond chair, carried it over to Lucy and sat down beside her.“Is
there anything we can do to help?”

Trapped and immobilized, Lucy muttered, “It’s fine. It’s 
just . . . I had a bad night with one of the children. But I’m
fine now.”

I took Lucy’s cold hand in mine.“Lucy, look at me?” After
a moment, she obeyed.“What do you see?”
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She swallowed. “Someone who knows what to wear . . .
someone who has got it licked.”

Well, yes and no.
I stroked the limp hand and felt Lucy’s sorrows and doubts

merge with mine. “If you’ll let me, we’ll lick this together. If
you look better, you will feel better. Do you believe me?”

I continued to hold her hand—waiting for the moment of
decision, that imperceptible, but significant straightening of 
the shoulders that meant: I will trust you. It was my word,
the suggestion of hope, against her experience, her fatigue, and 
disappointment.

She shrugged, smiled raggedly, and her fingers gripped
mine.“Okay,” she said.“Let’s go.”

The session went without a further hitch and Lucy was
packed into a taxi to catch her train.The photographer, Jenni,
and I huddled over the Polaroids.

“Close call,” said Jenni. “Didn’t think we were going to
make it.”

The makeup girl carefully inserted her brushes into the
roll-up holder. “It happens. People get used to seeing them-
selves in a certain way, and it’s a shock. Or it reminds them of
what they used to look like, and that’s a shock too.”

The photograph of Lucy that appeared later in the maga-
zine was brilliantly successful. Far from the beaten, exhausted
frump she feared, Lucy Thwaite sprang off the page: strong,
glossy and cleverly dressed.

“How can I thank you?” she wrote to me.“You have trans-
formed me.”

I pinned up the letter on my bulletin board and thought of
the touching and so fragile Roman sandal that had been la-
bored over by Lucy’s daughter.That made me think of Manda,
and I got on the phone to check that our dinner was still on.
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Chapter 6: Siena

When he introduced me to Manda, my first husband, Jay,
said in his easy way, “This was the craziest girl in our year.
Danced all night. Drank all night.Wrote the longest essays and
got the highest marks.”

Manda held out her hand, sporting a ring in the shape of 
a skull. She was dressed in figure-hugging jeans and an art-
fully torn sweater on which the word Bitch had been stamped
in sequins. “Jay exaggerates,” she said. “He was the all-night
drinker.”

“Can’t remember,” said Jay.
“Precisely.” Manda’s smile welcomed me into Jay’s tight

circle of university friends who, for his sake, were prepared to
give me the benefit of the doubt, and I was grateful.

At that point, when we were all looking for our first jobs,
Manda was fond of peddling the line that she could have
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worked in the City but preferred to do a job that meant some-
thing to people. Money should not dictate a life, she declared, a
philosophy from whose principles she could not imagine devi-
ating. But she had. Nowadays, Manda was more likely to drop
into a conversation, “To think I could have been earning tele-
phone numbers!”

Unlike Manda, Jay had chosen the City and turned into
one of the sleeker beasts in the corporate jungle. Out went the
combat boots and shaggy sweaters, the rag bag of ideas and
principles that made up his student mental landscape, and in
came the made-to-measure suits, expensive leather shoes, a
pile of shirts, and a palmtop organizer that beeped at intervals
during the day to remind him of where he was, plus a new set
of attitudes to match.

“There are stages in life,” he said, when we talked over his
metamorphosis from skeptic and socialist to raging capitalist.
“I’ve just moved on to the next.” He peered at me. “Don’t
look like that, sweetie pie.We can’t stand still. No one can.”

We got married—white dress and veil, champagne, mar-
quee, the full works—just after he received his first promotion,
and honeymooned in New York.As it turned out, that was the
last time I saw Jay for any length of time. I minded, and did not
mind, since I was busy developing my own career. Yet his 
absences made our weekends awkward because, having lost
touch in the interim, we had to work hard to find each other
all over again.And, after a while, there were no more meetings
of mind or body, and all I could have told you about Jay was a
catalogue of his clothes, which I sorted and tidied each week.

I married Charlie and took a vow of vigilance—to watch
myself, to watch for the spaces and silences that can creep into
the oh-so-together partnership, and to sew them up tight if
and when I spotted them. I made Charlie stand beside me, and
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I drew an imaginary circle around us both and another inter-
connected one, so it formed a figure eight.“Okay,” I said.“This
is us in this circle. In that one, we put all our bad experiences
and mistakes. Now I’m going take a pair of imaginary scissors
and cut the circles where the join is.”

“And?” asked a bewildered Charlie.
“We throw that bad circle away, up into the sky, and watch

it fly out of sight.”
“You’re crazy,” he said.
I think I was a little crazy at that stage of my life.

The plan was for Charlie and me to meet Manda and her hus-
band, Dick, at a restaurant on the river, then move on to a salsa
club.

Dick and Manda were late. “Sorry . . . sorry . . .” Manda
was breathless as she slumped onto the banquette seat.
“Babysitter—”

“—was late,” Dick supplied. “And we were a bit worried
that she’d been drinking.”

“Did you ask her?” Charlie was instantly on the case.
Manda and Dick exchanged a look. “The terrible thing is

that we so much wanted to get out—to see you two, I mean,
we decided to give her the benefit of the doubt,” said Manda,
and added, after a moment,“I’m sure I smelled it on her.” She
fiddled with the napkin. “Or perhaps I didn’t.” She turned to
her husband.

It was up to Charlie to repair the anxiety he had helped to
stir and he did.“Is there a market for home Breathalyzer kits?”

Manda managed a reluctant smile.
“Dinner’s on us,” I said quickly. “No argument,” and saw

them relax.
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With the river running darkly outside, we ate roasted cod
with Puy lentils and asparagus tips, and drank a lemony white
wine. Dick chatted to Charlie, but Manda’s conversation was
slow in coming and, every so often, she paused, put down her
fork or spoon as if she was listening for something.

“Are you okay, Manda?”
She searched for the appropriate answer to prove that 

she was enjoying the occasion and was pleased to be out.
“Absolutely.”

“But?”
She fingered her hair.“Rat’s nest, but there we are. Haven’t

had time.” Then she gave in, and her shoulders sagged. “It’s
been a bit trying lately. The babysitter was ill, and Hetty got
whatever it was and gave it to Patrick. Natch. Dick’s father is
in hospital and . . . the work is piling up. I’ve been dashing
from pillar to post. I lied to my boss and told him I was ill so I
could look after the children. Don’t think he believed me. I
wouldn’t have believed me.”

Manda and Dick worked in publishing. Dick was a sales
director—“Unfortunately, unlike soap powder, books are only
a small market, not a consumer base.” Manda was the editor of
a popular fiction list for an ailing publishing house but she did
not dare to look for an alternative job—“I have to mark time
while the children are so young.”

The news of the Caesar Books offer was received with the
requisite amount of congratulation and a (heroically masked)
degree of envy. “How much advance did you say they were 
offering?” Manda assumed her professional look, and I could
hear the zeroes clicking through her mind. I told her, and she
smiled at me.“You deserve it.”

From time to time, I must plead guilty to a molting feather
or two from the said wing of friendship, brought about by
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(small) jealousies. Not pretty, I know. But this was never true of
Manda, who strove to bypass negative feelings. Even while she
was wishing desperately that a lump sum was winging its way
into her bank account, she was looking out for me.

“It doesn’t sound quite enough. Can’t India bump it up?
Go on, prod her. Make her earn her ten percent.”

“Hey, whose side are you on?” Dick interjected.
“Won’t I get royalties, if it sells?”
“Yes.”
Manda looked at me as if to say: “You’re doing so much

better than me. Much, much better than me.” Yet—and this
was the point at which our friendship had slithered into a puz-
zling phase—Manda had changed since she had become a
mother. She loved me no less (and I her), but there was a reser-
vation that I could not quite place my manicured finger on,
or suggestion that she possessed a private knowledge that I
lacked.

We fell to discussing developments in the book world, and
of how something as small and individual as a publisher’s list
had been hijacked by accountants and huge retail groups.

“We have to go with it.” Dick’s practical clearsightedness
had ensured that he made a success of his job.“There’s no go-
ing back to the bad old days when publishing was a cottage 
industry.”

“No more corner stores, either.” Charlie, who always
championed the underdog, looked nostalgic.

Dick poked his arm. “Hey, which century are you liv-
ing in?”

The conversation moved on, and Dick asked Charlie if he
was working on a case or “resting.” “Death of a baby,” said
Charlie, his lips tightening.“Mother accused of murder.”

“Oh, God!” exclaimed Manda. “Don’t.” She pushed away
her plate and looked at Dick.“Should I phone?”
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Dick shook his head, laid his hand on his wife’s arm.“Stop
worrying. It’ll be fine.”

“How can you bear it, Charlie?” Manda turned the full
force of her concern on Charlie.

I glanced sharply at my husband. It was a question he asked
himself often. How could one bear, day after day, the proximity
to such frailty, violence and darkness? “There is no answer,” he
had said, “except that repugnance is no response. Bite that lip and
don’t look into the void. Due process. Cool detachment.”

“I mean,” Manda went on,“how can you bring yourself to
defend her if you think she’s guilty?”

“That’s my deal,” said Charlie, and the professional light in
his eye switched on.“I can’t write the plot, or the script, but I
can make sure that her case is put as well as possible.”

But Manda had found a bone to worry. “Charlie, if you
knew she was guilty, would you defend her?”

Charlie reached for the wine.“She’s not guilty.” He shook
his head.“She’s not guilty.”

I began to feel uneasy.“Charlie—”
“I agree. She wouldn’t have done it,” Manda cut across me.

“She wouldn’t. No woman would. Not if she’d given birth.”
Dick said,“Don’t be silly, darling.”
Manda pointed at him.“How do you know?”
And again I was struck by the sharpness and certainty of

Manda’s passion, and her denial, which I could not share.
Neither Dick nor Manda requested further details of the

Jackie Woodruff case—they knew that Charlie should not dis-
cuss it. Not until it reached court, at any rate.

The waiter intervened to clear the plates and, by mutual
consent, the subject was dropped.We searched for a topic less
difficult, less unsettling. “What’s all this about changes at the
law courts?” asked Dick, and he and Charlie settled down to a
light, enjoyable discussion of jury cases.

106/Q-47A08783-094 LONG CGI Contact: Michael Miller

Everything She Thought She Wanted 79

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 79



Concerned, I noted Manda’s hollow eyes. “What are you
going to do for a summer break this year?”

“Nothing. I think we’ll just enjoy being at home.” She
added fiercely,“London is such fun in August.”

This was not the moment to mention the trip to Viet-
nam that Charlie and I were eager to make.“Tell me about the
children.”

Manda exhaled audibly and looked near collapse. “I love
Hetty and Patrick so much,” she said.“That’s the main thing.”
Short pause.“I do hope the babysitter’s okay.” She twisted her
fingers together. “I should have asked Janey, our neighbor.
She’d have done it, but we’re always bothering her.”

“Nice neighbors.”
“Lovely ones,” Manda agreed.“Any new ones for you?”
I cradled my chin in my hands. “The Scotts are opposite,

but they’re tax exiles and not very often in London. Jenna
Glossop lives with a rock star one floor up.We say hello when-
ever we meet in the gym. Sometimes we have a gossip over
fruit juice . . . otherwise . . . I still don’t really know any of
them,” I admitted.“It’s not that sort of place.”

“You’re missing out.” Manda searched in her bag for her
lip gloss, and smeared it on without looking.“Truly.”

Was I? But what exactly was I missing? In my experience,
dull gossip and bad coffee.

I leaned over and wiped the smudge of gloss from the cor-
ner of her mouth. “Manda, would you like a makeover? It’s
easy to arrange, and we could have some fun.”

For a horrible moment, Manda’s features registered revul-
sion and, even, humiliation.Then she recovered herself. “You
think I should have a makeover?” She wrinkled her nose at
me.“No, I don’t think so. I’ve made a pact with myself. I’m not
going to look in the mirror for the next five years while the
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children become human and then, bang, you won’t see me for
makeover.” I must have looked disappointed, and she added
softly,“Does it make sense if I say I don’t feel up to it?”

“Of course.”
Manda’s gesture embraced the expensive dinner table.

“The motto is: ‘Trudge on, darlings.’ ”
We embarked on panna cotta with a raspberry coulis.

Manda dug in and out of hers with staccato stabs of her spoon
and said yes or no when it was required of her. But she was not
really participating in the conversation. Finally she could bear
it no longer.“I’ll just check up.” She went off to phone.

Minutes later, she reappeared.“It’s all fine.” She shot a look
at Dick, who shrugged and resumed his conversation with
Charlie.

“Actually,” said Manda,“I think we’ll give the salsa a miss.
Do you mind?”

Dick concurred:“I reckon it’s best we go home.”
When we said good-bye outside the restaurant, I hugged

Manda extra hard. Given ghostly prominence by street light,
the circles under her eyes looked even darker, and she more
haunted.“Take care of yourself. I’m worried about you.”

‘Same to you,” she said.“You look a tad lonely.”
“Don’t be silly. I have Charlie.”
As soon as we got back to the apartment Charlie headed

for his briefcase, but I collared him.“Charlie. No.”
“And you never work at night?”
I placed my hands flat against his chest, trying to find his

heartbeat and failing.“Charlie, you’re not getting too involved
in this case, are you?”

Outside, the river glittered with lights, and a neon orange
glow bathed the buildings on the opposite bank. I thought of
the centuries of perfecting that had gone into the system, the

106/Q-47A08783-094 CGI Contact: Michael Miller

Everything She Thought She Wanted 81

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 81



order and calm of its provisions, designed to sort out the ter-
ror, confusion, and wrongly directed passions. “Charlie, is it
possible that Jackie Woodruff is guilty?”

He stepped away smartly, and turned on his heel. “Oh, for
God’s sake, Siena,” he said.“What do you know?”

A few days later I was scrubbing mussels at the sink, bought
from the farmers’ market on the way home. The cold water
had shrunk my fingertips into raisins. Salt and ozone . . . As
the shiny blue-black heap mounted on the drain board, I was
reminded of family trips at Whitby, shivery days spent rock-
pooling and eating fish and chips out of newspaper, while the
wind blasted sand into our faces.

The mussels felt hard, fat, and smooth between my fingers.
These days, I had to delve determinedly into the layers of
memory to summon the texture of sand trapped between toes
and thighs, the salty tightness of my cheeks, the wet armor of
my swimsuit.

As a child, I had been oblivious to the fissures and cracks in
our family. It was only later when I was a teenager that my
parents’ unhappiness became obvious. Point one, they never
talked to each other directly, unless they had to: They talked
through us. Point two, at home, they wore an expression I did
not understand until I left—the expression of people geared
up to endure at any price and until the bitter end.

“Hello,” said Charlie, sneaking up on me. He put his arms
around my waist.“Hello, Blue Eyes. Am I forgiven for my bad
temper?” He sounded weary and despairing.

“Of course.” I snatched up a dish towel, an expensive
French waffle one, dried my hands, then put my arms around
his neck. I so wanted everything to be right, with no shadows
between us.“What’s up?”
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He buried his face in my hair. “Nothing, just end-of-
dayish.”

“Truth, Charlie.”
He shook his head.“Nothing.”
I knew there was more to it, but I was weary, too. To be

honest, I wanted supper. I kissed his nose, then his forehead
and, for good measure, his lips. “Why don’t you cook the
moules?”

He released me, then reached for the pan and the white
wine; we edged around each other in the limited kitchen
space. Charlie loved cooking, and it was the best diversionary
tactic I could devise.

Before we ate, I put Enya into the CD player and, after a
few mouthfuls, Charlie brightened.We discussed our plans for
Vietnam, and it was clear that neither of us could find a spare
week until the following October.

“October, then,” said Charlie.“A hundred years away.”
It was no use avoiding the Jackie Woodruff case any longer

so I asked carefully,“What happened today?”
Charlie’s shrug suggested nonchalance, but it didn’t fool

me. The light sprang into his eyes. “I interviewed Jackie and
tried to make her understand what the prosecution is likely to
pin her down on.What they’re likely to do to her.”

“And?”
“I don’t think she cares anymore. They get like that 

sometimes.”
“She must care about her innocence.”
Charlie dropped the last shell into the bowl on the table

between us.“She cares only that her baby is dead.”
We cleared away the supper things and loaded the dish-

washer.At last, the kitchen was wiped clean, its surfaces gleam-
ing.“I think I’ll go to bed,” said Charlie.

“It’s only ten-thirty.”
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He blew me a kiss.“I’m tired.”
“I’ll come soon. I just want to finish up an article.”
An hour later, I tiptoed into the bedroom, but Charlie was

not asleep. He had commandeered all the pillows and was sit-
ting up in bed reading documents.

I fussed over my face and pulled a padded bomber jacket in
metallic silver out of a shopping bag. A guilty, but irresistible,
purchase. Minus a body inside it, it looked ridiculous. “What
do you think?”

He wrinkled his nose. “If you like the overgrown school-
girl look . . .”

That made me glance anxiously into the mirror. “Thank
you.”

“Think nothing of it. For you, my advice is free.”
I picked up his discarded shirt and noticed the cuffs were

fraying.“Do you want me to find you a new one?”
“If you like,” he said carelessly, “but no one notices things

like that, and you don’t have time.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence in my job.”
There was a tiny silence.“Don’t mention it,” said Charlie.
I climbed into bed and snatched back the pillows that

Charlie had commandeered and encountered the sharp edge
of a catalog. Without being told, I knew which catalogue it
would be. I pulled it out and flipped through the pages.A pro-
gression of houses for sale, each more expensive, were exposed
in their glossy glory. I dropped the catalogue to the floor.

“I order you to go to sleep,” I said, and switched off the
light.

After a moment, Charlie addressed a question into the
darkness:“Would you like to move from here?”

I countered,“Aren’t you happy with the apartment?”
Charlie ignored the question.“Wouldn’t you like a garden?”
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“We have the pots on the balcony.” His silence reproved
me.“Not good at digging, Charlie.”

“A dog? A cat? Anything normal?”
“Ditto, but substitute,‘not good with fur all over the furni-

ture.’ ” Another pause. “Charlie, since when have you wanted
dogs and cats?”

Beside me, Charlie tensed.“We can’t stay in one place for-
ever, Siena.”

“No law against it, is there?”
I knew perfectly well that Charlie was circling like a profes-

sional stalker marking out his objective. He was padding closer,
and the real subject of this conversation would—eventually—
come to light.

“We’ll soon be forty.” He pronounced forty not so much
with doom and foreboding as with surprise.

Not that again.
“Forty is the new thirty,” I said brightly, but I was ashamed

of my brightness.
“Yup,” he agreed.“Yup.”
I held him tightly, knowing that we had failed to talk about

the thing that mattered, and grateful that it was so.The clock
on the bedside table clicked away digitally, recording the sec-
onds, minutes . . . that would swell and grow into days and
months. In the womb, a baby is marked off in weeks, in months
after it is born and eventually, of course, in years.

Charlie was warm and firm in my arms. I closed my eyes,
and my pulse quickened at the thought of the American trip
and what it might bring.“Go to sleep, Charlie.”

In the middle of the night I awoke with a cry. I had been
dreaming I was walking along a beach, with the sea and wind
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howling in my ears. I had no idea where I was heading, and
my steps grew heavier and heavier. My feet sank into the stones,
which were sucked inside my high-heeled red shoes, and I was
rocked by a terrible sensation of fear.Then the wind and the
sea hushed, a suspension of sound and movement, and I looked
up. High on the cliff above, Lucy Thwaite waved frantically.

I put a hand to my cheek and felt tears. But for what I 
had no idea—only that they had sprung from a dark, painful
anxiety.

I edged close to Charlie, slid my arms around him, and
placed my lips on his mouth. He tasted of wine and was warm
and unconscious. I kissed his neck and the place behind his 
ear that I loved. “Wake up, Charlie!” I cried, desperate for his
comfort.

He woke and protested, strongly at first, then with no con-
viction. He reached for me.

This was it. The moment when I gave Charlie what he
wanted, gladly and willingly, using the knowledge we had ac-
quired together. It was easy, because in this, the orchestrated
exchange of pleasure, there were no conflicting demands and
wants. He kissed me and murmured my name, and I knew he
was wishing that everything between us could be as simple
and transparent.“I love you,” I said.

In the morning it was as if that whispered, passionate interlude
had never taken place. A constraint had wrapped itself around
us, throttling words.

“Look . . .” Charlie, who was eating toast standing up,
broke the silence.“I want to sort out a few things.”

A few things? “Go on, I’m listening.”
He glanced at his watch.“Let’s agree to talk when you get

back from the States,” he said.
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I stirred my muesli—homemade and full of nuts—and 
fatigue triggered me into saying something I had not meant to
say.“You’re not wishing you were still married to Cimmie, are
you?”

Charlie looked stunned. “Hang on. How does Cimmie
come into it? We’re talking about us and our future.”

I got up and straightened his tie, a pointless gesture.
“Sorry.” I sat down again and picked up my spoon.

The phone rang in my office.
“I know what ‘a few things’ means, Charlie, and I’ll try to

think about it, I promise.” I dipped the spoon into my bowl
and raised it to my mouth.

“I wish I could believe you.”
The spoon clattered onto the table, ejecting a spray of milk

and damp oats.“What a rotten thing to say.”
He stepped back and away from me.“I feel rotten.”
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Chapter 7: Barbara

The days clocked up. Thank goodness, it would soon be
spring. Even so, it was chilly that night in the bedroom, whose
gas fire we lit only in emergencies. I got through my routines
as fast as possible. Underclothes into the laundry basket, my
black dinner dress hung up carefully, hair brushed a hundred
times.Tasks easily performed and automatic. Nightly rituals I
could not imagine being without.

“Is your book good?”
Ryder replied,“Very. It’s about Suez.”
“Ah, yes,” I said.
While I finished the hundred strokes, Ryder outlined the

author’s arguments and added, “Disastrous, the whole thing.
For everyone. For the empire.” The former fighter pilot in Ry-
der would follow and analyze a military campaign. It was sec-
ond nature to him. I gathered up my hairpins into the china
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dish Amy had given me for my birthday, and made a comment
to the effect that all empires had to come to an end.

Ryder said,“Darling, do come to bed.”
The pattern on Amy’s dish was of tiny blue flowers

through which a gauzy ribbon had been threaded. It was not
her taste, but I cherished it because she thought it was mine.
The hairpins chimed faintly as they hit the china. I shook my
head, let my hair drift over my shoulders, and got into bed.

The sheets were cold, and I shivered as I reached for my
book.

“What are you reading, Barbara?”
“It’s on Freud and his ideas.” I held it up for Ryder to in-

spect. “Listen to this: ‘There are three levels of consciousness:
the conscious, the unconscious and the preconscious.’ ”

“I’m all for the unconscious,” he said, abandoning his
book.“Lights out?”

I fiddled with my pillow and made sure that my hand-
kerchief was tucked under it.“You might like to know that the
pleasure principle drives the unconscious, which he thought
meant avoiding pain and strong emotions.”

“Are you trying to tell me something, darling?” Ryder
murmured.“Is this one of your campaigns?”

“What campaigns, darling?”
“You know exactly what I mean.”
He was not entirely teasing.There was an edge to this con-

versation because of its subject.
I buttoned the cuff of my Viyella nightgown—practical

and warm, but inelegant.“Freud also says that we forget things
deliberately when we want to cover them up.”

“Not in my experience.”
There was no chance of Ryder forgetting. By the end of

the war, he said, the planes were full of ghosts.They crowded so
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thickly into the cockpits—young, joking, beautiful, brave, and
so very dead—that he had found it hard to sit at the controls.

“We drank together, fought together, and trusted together. We
were that close. As close as crossed fingers.”

I switched off the light and lay down.There were the little
sounds of bodies settling for the night. A slither of sheet, a
creak from the bedsprings, a sigh. Ryder reached out for a last
mouthful of water.

“I’m all tuckered out,” he addressed the dark.
“ ‘All tuckered out.’That’s another for Amy.”
Ryder picked up slang from other flying crews, particularly

the Americans.Amy teased him about it. I could hear her now.
“Dad’s all tuckered out, all tuckered out.”

“Sometimes I look forward to retiring.”
“Stop flying?”
The pillow rustled as he turned his head toward me. “It

happens, darling.”
“Won’t they offer you a desk job at headquarters when

they take you off flying? Isn’t that what happens?”
“If I wanted, but I rather like the idea of being at home,

playing golf and bridge.”
“Oh.”
No fool, he picked up on my unease. “Don’t worry. I

don’t plan to hang around. I’ve been thinking. Travel might
be something that people do more of in the future. Now
would be the time to set up some sort of business to cater to
it. In fact, Peter Andrews and I have been looking into the
figures.”

“You never said anything.”
“Shall we say I forgot?”
I laughed.A Freudian slip.
His hand descended on my haunch.This was the usual pat-
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tern: Ryder always took the initiative and this arrangement
was how we dealt with that area of our marriage.

“I don’t suppose . . .”
He always asked, never demanded. He was polite in his im-

positions. A slight headache nagged behind my eyes, but I got
up and went into the bathroom, took out my diaphragm and
did what was necessary.

It was always a reminder of how separate mind and body
could be and I never ceased to wonder about their allotted
powers. Sometimes, when my mind drifted, I worried that I
was being deceitful, unfaithful almost. At others, I was taken
aback by the pleasure that accompanied Ryder’s exploration of
my body and the desire that tightened my muscles.

But there had been times when I had young children and
was rigid with distaste—not for Ryder, never for him, but for
the activity, which had seemed so pointless. In those days, fa-
tigue often made me light-headed and almost hysterical.Then,
instead of the living, breathing Ryder moving above me, I saw
only the captain of the plane, directing operations in a uniform
cap and gold braid.

I closed my eyes and clenched the hand Alexander had
held. It did not seem to belong to me anymore, and it certainly
did not belong in the marital bed.

I had no intention of going to Fuller’s tea shop. I had no inten-
tion of bumping into Alexander Liberty. But the following
morning, on my shopping trip, I did both.

“Hello again.” He seemed flatteringly pleased to see me,
and looked so young and hopeful, his faint shabbiness so en-
dearing, that a lump threatened to spring into my throat.

“Barbara, what a coincidence,” he said, and, incredibly, a
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thought flashed across my mind that Alexander might have
been waiting in the hopes of seeing me. But it was such a stu-
pid, silly, daring thought that I dismissed it at once. “Could I
buy you some coffee?”

“Aren’t you working at the hospital?”
His gaze slid to his watch.“Not exactly.”
We settled at a table by the window, and there was a short

silence. I busied myself by taking off my gloves and sifted
through explanations that might be required of me later by
anyone who happened to see this interesting duo. We bumped
into each other. Alexander wanted to thank me for lunch. He was do-
ing some research.

“You always seem so peaceful and untroubled,” he said. “I
admire that.”

“Thank you.What a nice compliment.”
He thanked me again for the lunch. It was perfectly polite,

perfectly appropriate, but the memory of that fleeting touch 
of our hands lay between us. Accidental . . . but not? Maybe,
being a little foreign, he considered flirtation with an older
woman as part of the etiquette. Or, so help me, he felt I was in
need of flirtation.

Coffee came in thick white china cups; it was a little too
weak. Alexander asked me a lot of questions. How long had
Ryder and I been married? Where had we met and how long
had we lived in the house? “Why do you want to know?” I
protested.

“I’m interested.”
“But there’s not much to know.”
“On the contrary.There’s so much to know—in anyone’s

life.All of us.”
I don’t know why but I found that moving.
I answered as best I could—I had met Ryder at a tennis
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club, I was eighteen when I married him . . . “Are you practic-
ing on me?” I inquired eventually. “The physician in embryo.
Like the shape in the block of marble.”

He rested his chin on his hands. Suddenly he seemed
older, bolder, more confident.“Do you mind?”

“Not at all. But it’s my turn now. Tell me about your
mother.”

“My mother!” He seemed startled.“She and I don’t see too
much of each other.We’re very different.”

So he did not get along with his mother.“Your father?”
“My father was killed in the war, in France. I was eight.”
“I’m so sorry,” I said. “That must have been terrible for

you.” My hand lay on the table, the one he had touched. “It
must have been difficult at times as you grew up.”

Evidently touched by my sympathy, he said, “I don’t sup-
pose I would have gotten along with him very well either. My
mother told me he believed in dying for one’s country.”

“And you don’t?”
He shook his head. “It’s not for everyone,” he said, very 

seriously.
“We believed in it,” I pointed out, with an uncomfortable

sensation of being out of step. “Precisely so that your genera-
tion can buy bananas and sugar with freedom.And also to give
you the freedom to tell us we’re perfect bores.”

He looked up at me.Very serious and intense. “And I’m
availing myself of that freedom to tell you that you’re far from
boring.” He paused, and we both looked down at my hand on
the table. “In fact, you’re one of the most interesting women
I’ve ever met.”

Every pulse in my body beat in response. I was so used to
thinking of myself as unremarkable and utterly predictable.
There goes Mrs. Beeching, wife and mother. She makes very good apple
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pies and is a stalwart at the charity sales and never says or does anything
controversial.Yet, Alexander Liberty, on the shortest of acquain-
tances, was telling me he saw other—exciting, unsuspected—
aspects to me.

“It’s true,” he insisted.
I removed my treacherously inclined hand and placed it on

my lap.“You’re flattering me.”
“No. I’m not.”
I had the strangest feeling that a part of me had broken

away, a lump off the iceberg, a separate Barbara Beeching, and
was floating into another existence.

“Can I tell you something else, Barbara? You’re very beau-
tiful . . .”

I stared at him.“Thank you.”
He swallowed.“Do you mind me saying that?”
I was still struggling for the right reply when we were 

interrupted.
“Barbara . . .” In a felt trilby and an ocelot coat that should

have been retired with Noah’s ark, Bunty was observing us
sharply, questioningly.

Alexander leaped to his feet. “Hello, Mrs. Andrews. How
nice! Will you join us?”

He helped her out of the coat and pulled up an additional
chair. His manners, I registered, were perfect. Bunty peeled off
her suede gloves. Her nails were painted bright red, but there
was a chip on the little finger. From across the table, she raised
an eyebrow at me.

The waitress brought fresh coffee, and I poured it into the
cups.

“Shouldn’t you be at the hospital?” Bunty was polite and
neutral—except that she wasn’t.

“Yes,” Alexander was unrepentant, “I should be, but I

106/Q-47A08783-094 CGI Contact: Michael Miller

94 Elizabeth Buchan

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 94



bumped into Mrs. Beeching and wanted to thank her for such
a good lunch the other day.”

On the way out, he stopped by the register and handed
over a ten shilling note. “I think he’s paid the bill,” I mur-
mured to Bunty.“How very sweet. I’m sure he can’t afford it.”

He vanished into the street.
Bunty said,“Darling, you’re looking so very well.”
I wasn’t sure I could return the compliment: Bunty looked

thin and worn.“Any news?”
Bunty chatted about this and that, but her eyes roamed the

room.Their telephone bill had been terrible . . . her widower
father was giving her problems. “The trouble is,” she said, “he
won’t accept that I’m in charge now, not him, poor love.”

We drank our coffee. Bunty put down her cup with a de-
cided clink of china.“Barbara, darling, was that wise?” she asked
severely.“People do talk so quickly.” She opened her handbag,
extracted her cigarette case, and lit up.“One’s reputation.”

I did not require clarification.“I’d hardly have been sitting
in the window in full view if I was planning anything.”

“And what would you have been planning?”
I felt a flicker of irritation.“Nothing.”
Bunty inhaled deeply and coughed.“I can’t think why not.

I would. Any red-blooded woman would. It’s not fair that 
I’m his landlady. I have to be extra careful.Think what might
happen!”

We smiled conspiratorially at each other. Bunty and I were
both safe, married women of the world, and she didn’t mean a
word of what she had said.

“Talking of which, did I tell you about poor silly Tilly
Field, who ran off with her husband’s partner?”

“No.”
“She’s been forbidden, by the divorce judge, to see her
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three children. Diana Warburton—you know Diana? She said
she took her courage in her hands and went to see her. She
found her cowering in a rented apartment in Dorking. She
looked ghastly.A wraith.” Bunty examined the chip in her nail
polish.“Is Ryder away?”

“For the week.”
After a moment, Bunty said,“And Peter never goes away.”
We exchanged a look of perfect harmony, finished the pot

of coffee, and talked about vacuum cleaners, wall-to-wall car-
pets, and washing machines with automatic mangles, all of
which were high on our wanted list.

Bunty dropped her cigarette case back into her handbag,
and the big brass clasp snapped shut.

I bent over to retrieve my own bag and glanced into the
street—and the unruly bubble of laughter that was becoming
familiar rose to my throat. For a second or two, I imagined I
saw Alexander, lounging with a cigarette and a newspaper by
the window of the exciting electrical shop.

I imagined walking across the street and tapping him on
the shoulder. “Hello again.”

And he would lower the newspaper, stamp on the cigarette, and
say: “I know this looks silly.”

And I would say, “Not silly, but a bit unwise.”
And his reply would be, “Do you mind? Don’t you want to see

me again?”
And I would forget about pretending and say: “A little.”
“Barbara,” said Bunty.“Are you with me?”
I drew my gloves out of my handbag. “Nice,” said Bunty,

eyeing it.“Where did you get it?”
“Ryder brought it back from Nigeria. It’s python. The

traders sell a lot of stuff by the roads and outside the hotels.”
Bunty picked up her own bag.“It seems husbands do have

some uses, then?”
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• • •

I first met Ryder at the tennis club. My mother had signed me
up for a tournament, and sent a shrinking me in a badly cut
tennis dress with the instruction “to meet some nice people.”
It was May 1935, a cold spring, and I was eighteen. Ryder was
twenty-two, and had recently joined the RAF, after Prime
Minister Stanley Baldwin had decided to treble its size.

From the beginning, Ryder overwhelmed me. Even his
mistakes seemed to be advantages. “I’m hellish at landing,” he
admitted, over a pint of cider. “Drives my instructor to drink.
‘Beeching, don’t grab that bloody stick as if it’s going to walk.
It’s going nowhere and, if you don’t mind me bloody saying, nor
will you if you don’t make an effort to improve.’ ”

He was so funny, so knowledgeable, so brave. Ryder had
made the transition from the state of ignorance and foreboding
in which I still floundered to a mature, enticing, grown-up
world. He was so sweet over my shyness and talked endlessly to
me about flying, the camaraderie of the mess room and the plea-
sures of driving through the country lanes, in his convertible.

I appreciated his kindness and his willingness to explain.
“But I like telling you things,” he said. “I like that funny little
frown when you’re trying to concentrate.” It gave satisfaction
on both sides: He liked to teach and I to learn. “It’s so easy 
to please you,” he said, and it was true for I was bewitched 
by drives in the car, light-hearted drinks in pubs, the way he
pressed close to me at dances.

One afternoon, he came to pick me up in his car. He was
pale, strangely tight-lipped, and there was an expression of
what I could only call exultation on his face.“I did it,” he said.
“I’ve soloed. I was up there, fighting the slipstream, listening to
the wires creak. I, Ryder Beeching, was in charge.” He jabbed
a finger at the sky. “Up there.” He grabbed my hands. “You
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can’t believe what it felt like—the power, being nearer . . .
something.”

I raised my face.“Ryder . . .”
The sun came out and flooded the car. As he kissed me, I

closed my eyes, and its light danced in a starburst behind the
lids.

My girlfriends were envious, my status rose, and my par-
ents approved. With talk of another war, there was possibly
danger ahead, but I clasped that notion close to me. It was part
of loving Ryder, and I did not question it.There was not a sec-
ond of hesitation on my part when he asked me to marry him.

Two nights before the wedding, there was a knock on my
door. “Barbara . . .” My mother edged into the room in her
bathrobe and sat down on the bed.

The room was awash with clothes and tissue paper—it
smelled of Coty’s Muguet, of freshly laundered clothes, of soap
and face powder and, faintly, of mothballs, which were kept in-
side the suitcases stacked on the luggage rack.There was a new
satin nightdress case and a new silver-backed hairbrush on the
chest of drawers, and four glass bottles with silver stoppers, a
wedding present from my aunt.

My mother was oddly agitated. She rolled her handkerchief
between restless fingers.“Darling, I have to talk to you. I don’t
particularly wish to . . . but . . .” Her voice trailed into silence.
Then she emitted a little gasp and said,“Duty.”

I cast about for a way to extricate myself from this talk—I
had a premonition that it would be torture for both of us.
“Don’t worry,” I said.“I think I know.”

My mother straightened. “Do you?” she asked sharply.
“How?” She looked at me, hard and questioning. “I suppose
girls do talk among themselves.” She rallied and patted the
space beside her on the bed. “Sit down, darling. I don’t think
you do know.”
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I thought of the kiss and the light behind my closed eyes,
the way my body had trembled.

“You might not like . . . what men . . . do,” warned my
mother.“But it’s best not to make a fuss. Some things in life are
not exactly pleasant, but they do pass, and then one has the
benefits of children to compensate.” She smiled wryly. “You
can think about something else, you know. It works . . . it
worked . . .” She was unable to finish her sentence.

I shivered with anticipation and nerves—and a touch of
fear. Not knowing where to look, I stared at the silver hair-
brush, and wished I could summon Ryder’s humor and confi-
dence to buoy me up. “Thank you, Mother. I’ll bear it in
mind.”

It was early September, and our wedding day was hot. I
carried a bouquet of white stephanotis and green leaves and,
pinned to my organza dress, the air force diamond brooch—
Ryder’s wedding gift. He wore his uniform and gave a
speech about it being the happiest day of his life, which made
me cry.

As for what men did? Undeniably it was messy and embar-
rassing, but I loved Ryder, and its strangeness became sweetly
familiar. Slowly, I became accustomed to married life, more
experienced and willing to laugh. I slotted into the groove that
had been provided, and made sure that I was, to quote Ryder,
operational.

In the kitchen at Edgeborough Road, the clock ticked on the
wall above the Rayburn. I hung up my coat, put away the
shopping, and went upstairs to the bathroom to wash. I dipped
my hands into cold water and splashed my burning face, con-
scious of my constricting underwear trapping the private areas
of my body. I washed under my arms with lavender soap.The
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water was cool and cleansing, and the soap smelled reassur-
ingly normal.

Mrs. Storr had been in this morning, and I moved from
bedroom to bedroom, checking them over. Bedspreads should
be pulled straight, with the eiderdown arranged precisely on
top.Windowsills dusted.The floors brushed and waxed.

A duster lay on the floor of my bedroom where Mrs. Storr
must have dropped it. I ignored it and sat down on the bed.
The door of the wardrobe was a little ajar. Neat and ordered,
my clothes hung on the rack. My gray flannel suit, a Jaeger
coat (so extravagant), the black evening dress. Nothing too
frivolous but not too unfashionable either. The woman who
wore these understood the limits and constrictions of her exis-
tence and accepted them with gratitude. She understood about
the arid patches, the domestic round of laundry problems,
darning, smoking chimneys, the relentless march of meals, the
need to polish the doorknobs. She could achieve an excellent
standard for all these requirements and, while her fingers were
busy, so too were her thoughts. She puzzled over the cross-
word and read easily digested novels and biographies from 
the library. She loved her family and rejoiced in being of ser-
vice to it.

After a while, I got up, shut the wardrobe door, and picked
up the fallen duster.

That woman no longer seemed familiar. In fact, I asked
myself if I knew her at all.
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Chapter 8: Barbara

When the cold weather finally eased, and the snowdrops
and daffodils under the beech tree had come and gone, Mrs.
Storr and I embarked on the annual spring cleaning. We
dragged the rugs out into the garden and beat them. Mrs. Storr
polished door handles and windows with newspaper dipped 
in vinegar. I turned out wardrobes, repapered drawers, and
washed down paintwork.

This was all quite normal, familiar, and unthreatening. But
what if I was to wield a broom on myself, whisking in and out
of the dark corners, the neglected alcoves, the out-of-reach
shelves, winkling out dustballs that lurked in unexplained
places? What would I find?

The buds on the trees swelled and grew sticky. Herr
Schlinker’s tulips flowered in a profusion of pink and white; I
brought armfuls into the house and arranged them in vases.

Mrs. Storr was never at her best in the spring. It made her
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think of death, more precisely the death of Kevin, her son. As
she put it, Death had jumped the queue. “Greedy blighter, if
you’ll pardon the language, Mrs. Beeching. He should have
taken me. I would have died gladly for Kevin.”

I listened to Mrs. Storr and contemplated the strange and
marvelous process of life.The tiny bundles of cells that Kevin
had once been had stirred and multiplied into the painfully
fair-skinned youth who had marched off to suffer terror,
prickly heat, and boils before extinction in the jungle, having
had no time to live properly.

“Is it any comfort that he died for his country?” I asked her.
“None.”
I folded and refolded petticoats, brassieres, and girdles,

mended sheets, darned stockings and socks, and cleared out the
linen cupboard. I checked up on the pots of jam and chutney
in the cellar. I emptied and washed bottling jars and refreshed
my precious stores of raisins, treacle, flour, and oats.

I made lists:“Do pantry. Do sewing basket. Do spare-room
wardrobe.”

I hung out my Dos like laundry on a mental washing line.
On Ryder’s birthday, I gave a bridge party, followed by

dinner, which involved a phenomenal amount of cleaning,
cooking, and starching. Perhaps it was the effect of the spring,
but as I stepped into my black silk dress and fastened the belt, I
simmered with anticipation and revitalized energy.

The conservatory had been swept and dusted, the bridge
tables set up in there. Outside, a spring evening was on the
wane; and the stiff, formal beauty of the vases of tulips that I
had picked earlier delighted me.

It was no trouble at all to trounce Bunty and her partner.
“My goodness,” she said.“The demon has been let loose.” The
atmosphere at our table was polite but a little scratchy.
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Seated at the table opposite, Ryder raised an eyebrow in
my direction. Perhaps not too clever, darling.

My next cards were bad—a two, two fives, too many
eights, a queen, and a useless jack of diamonds. Normally I
could have made something of them.Tonight I did something
unusual: I softened my play, allowed Bunty and her partner to
win and was rewarded with an outbreak of positive geniality.

“I’m not sure I understand what you’re up to,” muttered
Bunty into my ear, as I led the ladies upstairs to powder their
noses.“That was too obvious.”

At dinner, I placed Fitzgerald Adams, a judge, on my right
and Tony McEwan, who owned a couple of newsagents in the
city, on my left.The latter was in high spirits.“A new era in re-
tailing is on its way, and I’m going to open a chain,” he ex-
plained.“I’ll stock the shops with other commodities too.You
know, milk and sugar, the sort of things people forget and want
at the last minute, and I plan to extend the opening hours.”

Energized by his vision, busy with the notion of pros-
perity, Tony talked without a break through the mushroom
soup and roast beef about chilled storage cabinets and racking
for newspapers. All that was required of me was to say yes 
at intervals in varying tones of appreciation. “I admire your
plans,” I ventured at last, and Tony gave me a swift, lustful look.

Judge Adams professed to enjoy the apple tart I had made
(after consulting several cook books) in the French way, with
overlapping slices on a thin pastry base.The duty of a guest is
to praise the food, but I noticed he left what the recipe called
frangipane on the side of his plate. I asked politely if he was
trying an interesting case.

He put down his spoon and fork. “I’m afraid I can’t dis-
cuss it.”

There followed a sliver of silence as I gave him the chance
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to ask a few questions about me, but they never came. I plowed
on with an old, trusted ploy.“Where were you brought up?”

“Near Oxford.”
Aha, I had struck the gold mine. All I had to do was listen

to a stream of reminiscence about the young Fitzgerald Adams
and his family and to keep a watchful eye on the rest of my
guests.

You’re one of the most interesting women I’ve ever met.
The notion warmed me. Keeping my gaze trained—as my

mother had taught me—on the judge, I drank my wine. He
didn’t have a clue about how interesting I was; neither did he
have any idea how I weighed and vetted him.

Later, Ryder and I undressed in a bedroom that was, for a
change, relatively warm and cozy. “Why do you suppose men
never ask women questions about themselves? Is it because
they’re lazy? Or is it their mothers’ fault for not teaching
them?”

Ryder was wrestling with the studs in his boiled shirt.
“Adams must have been hard work.You looked as though you
were enjoying yourself. Didn’t you?”

“Fitzgerald Adams is only one of many men.”
He threw the shirt into the laundry basket. “It’s never

bothered you before.”
Ryder’s reply irritated me, and I said, more sharply than I

had intended, “Isn’t it odd that a man of his position has no
wish to know anything about anybody else? Does he ever ques-
tion his assumptions? No, he doesn’t.”

Ryder groaned, climbed into bed, and lay with his face
turned meaningfully into the pillow.“Could we have this dis-
cussion another time?”

I looked down at him with black outrage. “You might at
least listen.You’re no better than the judge.”
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“Who minds what he thinks?” he murmured.
“I do. And you should mind, too, what other people think

of me.You should mind that they don’t bother to ask if I’m
well, let alone what my opinions might be.”

Ryder opened his eyes briefly and shut them.“They don’t
have to.You’re far too pretty.”

“Listen to me, darling. It does not happen to you.” Get Ry-
der into his uniform—no, even that wasn’t necessary, Ryder in
old corduroys and a checked shirt was sufficient to elicit a sort
of glazed obeisance in people’s faces.“It’s an important point,”
I said.

At that Ryder sat up. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.Will
that do?”Again, he settled himself.“For God’s sake, go to sleep,
Babs.”

To punish him, I reached for my manicure set and
trimmed my nails, slowly. Only after I’d finished did I switch
off the light.

It was a small revenge and not very satisfactory, wasted too,
since Ryder’s breathing indicated that he was asleep.

I did not grudge him his easy sleep for, where Ryder 
was concerned, sleep was neither easy nor predictable. His
sleep patterns had been shot to pieces by the war, and the
flying.

Ask most people alive at that time and they will tell you
that sleep was rationed like everything else.The fighter pilots
waited in the dispersal huts, or swooped in formation over the
coastline, or dove into battle with a rattle of guns and chased
their prey over the sea. Their wives, girlfriends, and mothers
pulled in their belts, tied on their headscarves, and went about
their business. Hold on. Hold fast. Smile. But underneath we
were worried sick about the children, the bombs, the condi-
tion of our teeth, and the lack of food.
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“Sleep well,” I murmured to the hump in the bed and lay
there, longing to do the same, but failing.

But I must have fallen asleep because, suddenly, I heard the
sounds of war, smelled the dust of falling plaster, and felt a jolt
of terror . . .

I had been up at the airfield, waiting to collect Ryder.The duty
officer was cheerful.“Back any minute,” he said, and cocked an
ear.“Have a cup of tea while you wait, Mrs. Beeching.”

The tea was strong enough to dissolve teeth, and the milk
on the verge of turning sour, but it was hot and comforting.
Outside the huts, the maintenance crew was working on air-
craft, and the field stretched away flat and unremarkable.

There was the noise of approaching aircraft, engines at full
throttle, an angry, dangerous sound.“Christ!” said the duty of-
ficer, as the phone began to shrill. “Enemy planes. Stukas.
Duck.”

The sound of bombs falling tears the heart out of the
chest. A sickening, flat noise. I found myself on all fours under
the table, knees scraped, hands clenched.

Crump.
The hut shook. Glass crashed.The Stukas screamed. High

above, a couple of returning Spitfires let loose with their guns.
Crump. Clods of earth sprayed the hut’s window.
Fear, sickening and loathsome, clotted in my veins. My

arms would not hold me, and I sank down full length and
clutched my head. How was I going to get through this? “A is
for apple,” I muttered desperately, “round and red. B is for
baby,” my babies back at home . . . “E is for Eve, who ate 
the wretched apple . . . R is for Ryder . . .” Where is he? Is 
he safe?
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Dust filled my mouth, and spilled tea had leached into my
skirt. I retched.

Then, suddenly, there was sweet silence.
“Are you all right?” The duty officer touched my shoulder.

Slowly, slowly I got to my feet and dusted down my clothes.
“I’m fine,” I said, and my smile was as false as Judas be-

cause my insides were liquid, and I wanted to cry hysterically.
But I patted my hair and said, “What a pity I haven’t got my
hairbrush.”

The duty officer picked up the phone and did some rapid
talking. “Off-loading bombs on their way home.Yup.Will do.
Sure.” He smiled in my direction. “Everyone’s fine.” He
slammed down the receiver. “Only a bit of damage,” he said
cheerfully. “A crater on the airfield, and the outside lavatories
have bought it. Nothing we can’t cope with.”

Ten minutes later, Ryder flew in with the squadron. I
watched them land, bump, and skid toward the huts. Ryder
leaped out of his cockpit and raced over toward where I waited,
still covered with dust, stockings torn at the knee, wet skirt,
hands shaking.“Oh, God,” he said.“I might have lost you.”

In a strange way, the two bombs flung out of those Stukas
on their way home did me a service.After that I never underes-
timated fear. I knew its quality and shape. Its rank taste. Its ability
to change one. I knew what Ryder had to go through.“How do
you stand it?” I wanted to know.“How do you stay whole?”

“I’m not sure I do, but if I do, it’s because of the beauty,” he
replied, and it was then I noticed new lines etched around his
eyes.“Because when I go up in the Spit, I’m free.”

Ryder’s purpose had been clear and definite, but horribly 
dangerous. If one of his colleagues bought it, the others 
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hid their grief with banter and prayed that Leslie or Pat or 
Jack had felt nothing and that the end had been quick and
clean.

But let me use my newly discovered honesty. Their end
was horrible.

My war purpose—to feed and protect the children—had
been filled with drudgery but had not been dangerous in 
the same way. I listened to the laughter, jokes, reminis-
cences on the airfields and in the messes, ashamed and con-
fused by how much I envied my husband the purity of his
purpose.

A couple of weeks after the bridge party, Ryder came home
from a trip complaining that he felt unwell.

I took his temperature: 101 degrees. “Into bed.” I con-
ducted him upstairs and fed him aspirin and cold lemonade.
“Have you been taking your malaria pills?”

He was flushed and shivering. “Don’t fuss. I’m just tired.
We ran into turbulence on the way out, and it was pretty hairy
for an hour or so. But it was tiring, and it was too hot to sleep
in Lagos.”

I stood by the bed to observe him properly. “I’ll call 
Dr. O’Donnell.” I fully expected Ryder to object, but he 
did not.

Dr. O’Donnell said he was glad I’d called him out as one
could never be too sure with tropical bugs. He fussed around
an uncharacteristically quiescent Ryder and pronounced that
he would have to go to the hospital if he hadn’t improved
within three days.“But it’s probably only the flu. Plenty of rest
and liquids will sort him out.”

I spent the morning reorganizing the menus: boiled fish,
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mashed potato, and—particular luxury—chicken soup. I
phoned the butcher to ask if he had a chicken, but I was 
out of luck, which was dismal, since it meant a favorite 
hen, who had been off form lately, was top on the list for
sacrifice.

Herr Schlinker was planting lettuces and potatoes in the
vegetable garden when I went out to give the order. He wore
his uniform of trousers and waistcoat with the peaked navy
blue cap that never left his head. He was working with his
usual precision and delicacy—in his former life, before he had
packed a suitcase and fled with his family from Austria, Herr
Schlinker had been a master printer.

“Morning, Mrs. Beeching.” After more than twenty 
years in England, his accent was still marked.“A good day.” He
glanced up at a light blue sky with whippy white clouds.

“Mr. Beeching is not well, and I would like to make him
chicken broth.” I was a little hesitant, which was, perhaps, tak-
ing scruples too far. But having fled from a murderous regime,
Herr Schlinker might not like acting as executioner to the
hens.

He dug the fork into the composted black earth. “I’ll see
to it.”

“I’m sorry to ask you,” I said.“It’s a beastly job.”
He shook his head. “Don’t worry, Frau Beeching, I don’t

think about it.”
The hen’s sacrifice was not in vain. I made vast quantities

of broth from her scrawny body, and Ryder existed on practi-
cally nothing else for three days. I was plucking the final slivers
of flesh from the carcass when the telephone rang. It was
Alexander.“Barbara . . . is this convenient?”

“Of course. I have Ryder upstairs ill, but—”
“Look, I am not sure how to put this . . .”
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“Oh,” I said, relishing my exhilaration at the sound of his
voice.“Is something wrong? Have I offended you?”

“No, not at all.” The answer came quick as a flash. “No,
Barbara, I was worried I was going to offend you.”

“Then it is perfectly all right,” I said, astonished at how
easily I was handling this exchange.“Neither of us is offended
and we can proceed.”

I could tell he was smiling at his end of the phone,
which, at my end, made me smile. His voice sounded very
close to my ear. “There is a lunchtime lecture scheduled 
on Freud, and it’s open to the public, for a small fee. It’s 
being given by Professor Handley, tomorrow at twelve-
thirty. My tutor is very pleased at having got hold of him
and anxious that there is a good audience. I wondered if 
you would like to come and swell the numbers? It might 
interest you anyway, and I would like to know what you
think . . .”

“Well, yes. I should have to check with Ryder, of
course.”

Our teasing intimacy had vanished.“Of course. He would
not mind?”

“No, I don’t think so.”
He cleared his throat.“Then everything is all right.”
“I have a dental appointment, but afterward . . .”
“I’ve got two tickets and I’ll save you a place.”
I returned to the kitchen, put the kettle on for Ryder’s tea,

made it, then carried the tray upstairs. He had been dozing. I
plumped up the pillows and gave him the tea.“Thank you,” he
said gratefully.“You make a chap very comfortable.”

His forehead felt cool for the first time in days.“Dr. O’Don-
nell says you can get up after lunch tomorrow. I’ll light a fire
and you can sit by it.”
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“I haven’t felt so weak for as long as I can remember.” He
reached out and took my hand.“Takes me back to childhood.”

“I can’t imagine you small.” I stroked his cheek; stubble
pricked my fingers. “All scraped knees and marbles in your
pockets.”

His bathrobe—thick, woollen, and tied with a cord—had
fallen onto the floor, and I picked it up and ran my hand over
it. The material was thick and stiff from years of use. That—
and his uniform—symbolized Ryder. Sometimes when he was
away on a long trip and I had been worried or bothered or,
merely, wanted him, I buried my face in the robe: It was the
quickest way to bring him back.

“Read to me, darling,” he said.
A wave of tenderness for my sick husband washed through

me.“You are a baby,” I murmured, sat down in the chair by the
window, took up the paper, and began to read an article.

Except for my voice, the room was quiet, but for the occa-
sional pop of the gas fire and a car in the road outside. Ryder
drank his tea, leaned back against the pillows, and closed his
eyes. Every so often, I adjusted my position and even that
mundane gesture seemed to me to be filled with significance. I
crossed my legs: My thighs slid over the smooth nylon and
rested in the modest pose I was so used to assuming.

The words slipped from my mouth in obedient fashion,
but I could not have told you what they meant.

“Thank you, darling,” said Ryder, eventually.
I folded up the newspaper and placed it on the bedside ta-

ble.“I’ll refill your water jug.”
“You seem a little preoccupied, darling. Have you got a lot

on in the next few days?”
“Nothing out of the usual,” I replied. “Nothing at all. Just

the usual boring old things.”
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• • •

“Could I ask you to open your mouth, Mrs. Beeching?” Mr.
Lester, the dentist, in the manner of many torturers, was un-
nervingly polite.“Then I can see what the problem is.”

I had been up early to give Ryder breakfast, then changed
the sheets and remade the bed while he had a bath. I had
washed the sheets in the hottest water the electric tub 
could manage, heaved them out, and put them through the
mangle. They now hung, damp and dispirited-looking, on 
the line.

In preparation for Ryder coming downstairs, I had laid the
fire, dusted the sitting room, and polished the clock, which
sang out the hour as I did so.

I was shown into Mr. Lester’s waiting room a few minutes
before ten o’clock and leafed through copies of Punch.There
was an arrangement of dried flowers in the fireplace; it might
have been attractive once, but it was now caked with dust.
A picture of an Eastern girl in a silk tunic hung above the
mantelpiece with a curiously green tinge to her complexion.
It struck me as unfortunate for a dentist’s waiting room.

“It’s the top right one,” I explained to Mr. Lester. “It sud-
denly began to throb.”

“You haven’t been doing anything unusual, Mrs. Beeching,
eating-wise, I mean? Are you feeling particularly anxious
about something? Anxiety affects the teeth, you know.”

I hadn’t known.
He got to work with the probe. “In fact, Mrs. Beeching,

the problem is not an upper tooth but a lower one. You’ve
been experiencing what we call referred pain. It’s quite com-
mon. I’m afraid I’m going to have to use the drill.”

Quite soon, sweat pricked in my armpits and coated my
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hands. The drill bored into my jaw, sending spirals of pain
through it and a rush of tears to my eyes. I tried not to move.

“I’ll be as quick as I can, Mrs. Beeching.”
But the process seemed to take hours, and I wondered if

dentists were the kind of people who liked inflicting pain. I
had read about them. Then again, it seemed to me that I was
submitting to this (admittedly) small agony greedily, and I had
read about those sort of people too. People . . . like me . . .
who had not informed their husband about another man’s 
invitation.

After a while, I tasted decay as Mr. Lester carved it away
from the healthy part of my tooth. “Only a minute or so
more,” he said, but the pain grew and I cried out.“Steady,” he
said.

He stood back. “Have a rinse.” Tiny particles of decay
clung to the drill, which he held up in front of my wet eyes.
Torturer and tortured, eyeball to eyeball.“Spit out all the nasty
stuff.”

“I hope it did not hurt too much?”
Alexander had been waiting for me outside the lecture hall

and ushered me in.
“No,” I said, glancing nervously around, and sank down on

a bench in the lecture hall. “Are you sure I should be here? 
Isn’t it just doctors and students?”

“Look around,” he replied.
Indeed, the rows were filling up with a mixture of medics

in white coats but also what looked to be the general public.
There were a few determined-looking women in wool skirts
and blouses, holding notebooks.

“Is my cheek swollen?”
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“A little.Was it very bad?”
My tongue fretted at the wounded tooth. “When Mr.

Lester gets to work, I always try to think of something worse
I’ve experienced.”

“Such as?”
I blushed.“Having a baby is pretty bad.”
Alexander did not even blink.“I expect it is. I don’t think

nature made very good arrangements.”
“No.” I placed my handbag on the floor. “Actually, I lost

two after Amy.” It was rare that I confessed to that.
“I’m sorry,” he said swiftly.“Very sorry.”
“I feel guilty about them, because although I adored Amy

and Roy, I dreaded having any more. Then, when I did lose
them, I wanted them back.”

Alexander looked down at his folded hands. “Of course I
can’t understand properly. I wish I could. And grief is very
lonely.”

His sympathy had a powerful effect on me. “Ryder was
disappointed. He wanted another son.We tried again, and this
time I was thankful and looking forward to it, and did my best
to make it happen. But it didn’t, and I was quite ill for a long
time afterward.After that we agreed to let it be.”

“Do you regret the decision?”
I raised my eyes to his.“It’s not that simple.”
“I don’t suppose anything important is ever simple . . .”

Alexander’s eyes rested on my face.“I’m just beginning to find
that out.”

At that point Professor Handley, a large man with a pipe in
hand, took the podium, and spread out a stack of notes.
Alexander muttered, “Don’t be alarmed, he’s good on Freud
and easy to understand.”

“I look forward to it . . . I’ve been reading a book on
Freud, but struggling a little.”
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Whether Professor Handley was good or not, I was in no
position to judge. He ranged over Freud’s early work, the de-
velopment of his idea of the unconscious, and his methods of
analysis. Then he concentrated on the notion of sexuality in
childhood, which was the route Freud had chosen to explain
how the child matured into a social being.

I was by turns aghast and, I confess, amused. It was true
that, at certain points, Ryder and Roy had not gotten along,
but I could not accept that it was because Roy wished to cas-
trate his father. And as for Amy’s (apparent) rage at her lack of
a penis, this struck me as ludicrous.

Then I thought about Amy. So cross, so jealous, so deter-
mined not to be fluffily feminine.

“So?” Alexander put a hand under my elbow and steered
me outside into the sunlight.

I felt unequal to discussing the Oedipal complex. “I think
he was right, or honest, rather, when he said what people want
is often quite different from what society wants from them.”

His grip tightened on my elbow. “Do you find that idea
difficult?”

When he touched my hand in the apple house, he might have reg-
istered the pulse beneath the thin skin at the point where my wrist and
hand are joined, felt its warmth, inhaled Coty’s Muguet.

“No more than anyone else.”
Outside in the courtyard, I thanked him. “You were kind

and thoughtful to invite me.”
Alexander’s lips twitched. “There’s another thing.” He

spread his hands in a tentative gesture.“I happened to be talk-
ing to Miss Raith, the almoner. She’s looking for someone to
come in one day a week to help her out with the convalescent
patients.”

“Why are you helping me so much?”
He shoved his hands into his pants pockets and smiled.
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“Because I thought it might be of interest. Because I hope
we’re friends.”

I intend to look up the definition of friendship in the Oxford
English Dictionary, which is in the library. Its precise meaning,
the derivation of the word . . . and how it is not applied.
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Chapter 9: Siena

I stepped onto the plane to New York and turned left into
First Class.

The group behind me turned right.
Nice.
The flight attendant ushered me to my seat and fussed over

me.Would I like this, that, or the other?
So nice.
Safely buckled in, I called Charlie.“All is well so far, I’ll call

you when I arrive.”
I had caught him in the office between interviewing clients

and, in the background, there was a murmur of voices and the
ringing of telephones. Presumably at his end, Charlie could
hear the whine of the aircraft’s engines and the flight atten-
dant’s chant,“Drink, sir? Drink, madam?”

“Any developments on the Jackie Woodruff case?” I asked.
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“None, except we know now that the prosecution will be
calling in every bloody expert under the sun.”

“Charlie, I’ve been thinking . . . Have you looked back at
the family history? Have babies died in the past?”

“Yup, we looked,” Charlie confirmed, and from where I sat
miles away, I felt the chill. Normally, when things were going
well and I made a suggestion, Charlie was sweetly grateful. It
was a win-win thing. I wanted to demonstrate how much I
cared, how involved I was in Charlie’s professional life. He
wanted me in there with him—but not too far. Just enough.
That most of my suggestions were quietly discarded was also
normal.

“Good idea, though.” His voice crackled with impatience,
and my heart sank.“Nice of you to think about it.”

“Charlie, what do you mean?”
“Nothing, Siena.”
But he did, and there we were, wrestling with nonmeanings

where meanings should have been clear. Charlie was angry
with me. Or, rather, he was struggling not to be angry with me
because he believed that everyone had equal rights. No one
should impose on anyone else. But he wanted to lay down 
the law like a good old-fashioned Victorian patriarch: Siena, I
would like to move into a house. The translation of which was:
Siena, it is time to have children.

And I was saying, Not yet, not yet. And, indeed, Perhaps not.
“Take care, Siena.”
“Love you,” I said, and each word was scorched into me.
Charlie did not reply, “I love you,” which he should have

done, but repeated,“Take care.”
I closed my eyes, then opened them, and glanced with

alarm at the man who had sat down in the adjacent seat. He
looked as though he might be a talker.

106/Q-47A08783-094 CGI Contact: Michael Miller

118 Elizabeth Buchan

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 118



I took off my shoes, put on the socks supplied, and fished
out my notes and the itinerary India and I had gone through
several times.With a bit of luck, a glorious six hours of silence
lay ahead, one of the unsung perks of long-distance travel.

My cell phone shrilled.“Siena, have I caught you in time?”
questioned Vita, the editor of Fashion, This Week. She never
wasted time on chitchat: She barely wasted time on breathing.
“Good. We’ve just been going through the schedules for the
next quarter, and I’m planning a change. I’d like you to do
some men. Okay?”

The question was a mere formality—the deed would have
been done without my say-so. “Fine.” More interesting were
the reasons that had prompted Vita to put men on the agenda.
She was a woman at pains to give an impression that, as a sex,
men did not figure, except as a species of grub that lived under
stones.

“I thought you’d have no objection.”Vita knew perfectly
well that she would receive none. “It will make us more . . .
rounded, and rounded is where we’re at. I’ll get Jenni on to it
at once.” She paused. “The good news is that your column’s
readership is increasing.The bad news is that Brewer’s is plan-
ning to run a rival one.”

A flicker of anxiety tightened my stomach, which was stu-
pid. Brewer’s did not have the circulation that Fashion, This
Week commanded.“No problem,” I said.“They don’t have the
team.”

“No problem,” repeated Vita briskly.“We’ll bomb them off
the page. Have a good trip. Contact me the minute you’re
back.”

She rang off. I switched off the cell phone, and glanced out
of the window at the gray airport buildings. Never very far
away, anxiety swooped down. It was a thick, damp feeling at
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the back of my throat, which made me want to bite my nails.
What was the subtext to Vita’s call? Was there an implied criti-
cism? Was she saying, “Sharpen up the act or else?”

I made a rapid mental reappraisal of the past weeks’
columns.The prose had been snappy, the judgments right on,
the photos and the clothes first rate. So, too, had been the feed-
back, a judicious mix of praise (69 per cent) and how-dare-
you-be-so-rude (31 per cent); the latter was necessary to give
the operation spice and a whiff of danger and to provide ballast
for the (generally) sycophantic “Your Letters” page.

Even if one made allowances for good being a slippery con-
cept, it was as good as Vita could get.

There was no logical reason for my anxiety. Yet anxiety,
like freckles or eye color, was omnipresent, a feature of life, a
constant undercover reminder of danger.

Could I call Charlie again? Did I dare? I looked out the
window.The maintenance vehicles buzzed to and fro.Wrong,
wrong.There were plenty of logical reasons to be anxious. Sta-
tus.Achievement. Money. Energy.All were finite.

The aircraft lumbered out of its berth, and I was on my way.
I glanced at my watch and accepted a second glass of 

orange juice.
Think left-brain activity, such as sorting laundry—which

was so necessary after working for long periods with the right
brain. The television psychologist Taj Bindi (His consultations
cost a fortune), whom I’d sat next to at one of Dick and Manda’s
publishing dinner parties, had passed me the tip for free.
“It’s vital for inner health, Siena, to exercise both lobes of the
brain”—he had placed a light hand on my bare arm—“to al-
low the subconscious time to work in peace.” Apparently, the
subconscious only leaped into life while its owner was en-
gaged in doing something mundane like ironing or cleaning
the fridge.
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At the time it crossed my mind that Taj’s advice might have
been a clever way of making sure women fitted in the house-
work along with everything else. Yet Taj Bindi had known
what he was talking about.Those tedious, repetitive tasks were
soothing.They permitted space, an easy drawing of breath.

“A successful career,” I hazarded, in one of Charlie’s and
my late-night discussions, “is as much to do with ‘interior’
knowledge as with the exterior factors.”

“True,” he agreed. “Mastery over the self is the key. Be-
tween the de facto and the de jure.”

He meant between what was real and what was written in
dusty, old law books.“Once a lawyer, always a lawyer.”

“Trot out that tired old cliché again, Mrs. Grant, and I
won’t be responsible for what happens.”

We never finished that conversation.
The aircraft’s engines roared into take-off mode. Charlie, I

told him silently, the de facto is what I carry in me, the unwritten,
unquantifiable instincts on which I rely. The de jure, that which is
written down as the law, is what you work with.

When I first encounter someone new, I know, within
thirty seconds or so, certain aspects of them. She is sad. He is
telling lies. I wish I could claim cleverness or superiority, but I
was born with the facility, and I’m in the kind of job where it’s
sharpened with daily use.

But here I should correct myself. Lucy Thwaite had not
been so cleverly handled. Or, for that matter, my first husband.

My mother also has the gift. “Don’t trust Jay,” she had
warned me. But I had ignored her.

The aircraft got itself into the air, banked, and headed for
America. The man beside me drained his glass and picked a
peanut out of the complimentary bowl.“I’m Daniel,” he said.
“Chairman of Easy Flex Systems. What do you do? Are you
staying in New York?”
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He’s pleased with himself. He thinks he probably has an easy
pickup.

I opened my eyes very wide. “I’m a housewife,” I replied,
sweet and timid. “At home with four children,” and watched
his expression perform a lightning volte-face from interest into
indifference and boredom.

New York was so cold. Steam billowed up from the gratings
and froze; icicles dripped from railings. I was protected from it
since cars had been ordered by Trimester Productions to ferry
me from airport to hotel and, the next day, to the studio—but
not protected from gridlock on Lexington and 57th St. where
an army of double-parked delivery trucks were happily bottle-
necking the traffic flow.

I was introduced to the team and the set, then informed that
the audience would be housewives and students.The schedule
was tight—so tight there was no chink of light anywhere.

On the first day we filmed the pilot for eight hours, with a
similiar session slotted in for the following day. I returned to
the hotel with jet lag gnawing at me, ordered room service and
a movie, then collapsed into sleep.

During the night I woke up, stiff in the unfamiliar bed and
bathed in sweat. I turned over. The beat of the days slipping
past sounded in my ears. In the dark, the terrors and anxieties
massed and multiplied.

The phone rang at six a.m. It was the producer wanting to
chew over a couple of different approaches. By eight o’clock,
when I arrived at the downtown studio, Fersen, the wardrobe
consultant, had already lighted on a couple of “darling” alter-
natives to the clothes I had selected for my subject. He intro-
duced himself by asking if I minded.
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Go carefully, India had counseled. Be grown-up.
Fersen, slim and wiry, was dressed in tight leopard-skin

trousers and a hooded velour jacket. He wanted Carole, a 
middle-aged black florist, to wear the same. They made him
feel so liberated, not at all “agey.”

I consulted my briefing notes on Carole and suggested
tactfully,“These are clothes that shout.”

“Pardon?” he said.“Didn’t get that.Your accent . . .”
“These are clothes that shout.”
“Precisely, Siena,” he said, his antagonism apparent, and 

his hearing perfect. “I think Carole would appreciate a little
shouting.”

Silence, while we absorbed the implications of the ex-
change. Fersen broke it first.“And what do you do in England?”

I wheeled out the artillery.“I have the consultancy, a maga-
zine column, a book deal—”

He broke into this recital. “Congratulations—a multi-
hyphenate.”

“Okay, okay, Siena . . . I’m with you now . . .”The makeup
girl dragged me over to a table and mirror.“Won’t take long.”
She dabbed and brushed. “Looking good, looking good,
Siena . . .” Then she stopped. “Oh, my God,” she said. “Your
eyebrows are so English. Do you mind if I do some work on
them?”

Did I mind? Were English eyebrows a problem?
“No,” I said faintly, and thought, Another damn thing to

worry about. Then I thought: Hey, Siena. This is not good
enough.

The doubts and anxieties of the night were banished as 
I rose from the makeup chair, ready for my first transatlantic 
negotiation.

Carole arrived with two bouquets she had made up that
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morning and presented them to Fersen and me. Fersen’s was
composed of dramatic colors and shapes; mine was of deep red
roses, into which had been tucked one white gardenia. Its
smell was of velvet, luxury, and beauty, and I knew at once that
Carole was not a leopard-skin trousers woman.

“Okay,” I addressed Fersen. “I want you to take a second
look at Carole. What do you see? Answer: a tiny waist, so I
want her to try this leather jacket, which can be worn with
pants and skirts and emphasizes the waist. But her hips are a
little large, and we need a bit of disguise, so could you find a
skirt cut on the bias?”

Fersen sent me a look that suggested a slow, lingering
death for me. But he did as I asked.

I emerged from those frantic few days feeling the white lash 
of exhaustion from coping with everyone’s nerves, including 
my own.

“I’m a multi-hyphenate,” I informed Charlie when I
phoned him.

“Does a multi-hyphenate cook supper when it’s at home?”
That was good. Charlie was making a joke. “Not sure. I

think it’s probably too grand.”
I waited for Charlie to launch into a description of his

day—whom he had seen, the progress of the case. But he didn’t.
There was a barrage of noninformation. “Was there anything
in particular you wanted to say, Siena?”

“Not really. Just touching base. Few odd problems here.
Nothing I won’t get my head around.”

Marginal interest was displayed at the other end.“I have no
doubt you will. Listen, I have to go. Speak soon.”

Restless, I moved around the hotel room. A full fruit bowl
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had been placed on the table, a blisteringly white terrycloth
robe hung on a hook, and plumped goose down pillows,
edged with lace, were prominent on the bed. There was not
one but two leatherbound ring notebooks on the desk, stuffed
with instructions on how to negotiate the city. My eye lit on
Carole’s exquisite bouquet and I felt a stab of excited anticipa-
tion.This was the time of my life, and I had work to do.

London-dweller that I was, I had no memory of real cold, the
aggressive biting-into-the-cheeks variety that greeted Lola and
me when we got out of the train at Franconia late on Saturday
morning.

“Don’t worry,” said Lola, as we waited for Bill to pick us
up.“I have masses of spare clothes for dopes like you.”

We were old enough friends to call each other dope. Lola
was fashion editor for Chic and worked 24/7, and Bill was an
architect. He lived full-time at the Franconia house, and Lola
preferred to roost in one room in TriBeCa during the week.
“It’s a semi-detached marriage,” she explained.“We like it that
way.Took a bit of working out, but we got there.”

Muffled in a thick coat with a hat pulled down over his
ears, Bill kissed me warmly and his wife lingeringly. “You old
hick,” she said tenderly. We bundled into the heated car and
drove out of town for a mile or two, then turned onto a track
at the end of which I saw a neat wooden house overlooking a
valley planted with fruit trees.

In the spare room, furnished with rugs and antique furni-
ture, was a volume of Robert Frost’s poetry on the bedside ta-
ble. I picked it up and leafed through the introduction. The
poet had lived here, in Franconia.

I looked out the window.You could see the cold out there,
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and the quiet, and the landscape was what might be termed
old-fashioned. It had a neatness, a precision, like an old sampler
or a woodcut.

“It’s difficult to describe,” I said to Charlie when, after
some debate with myself, I had snatched up my cell phone and
pressed the home button.“It sort of challenges, but cleanly.”

“It’s raining here,” Charlie countered. “And the dustmen
have gone on strike.”

A white blanket was folded over the line of hills and the
dip of the valley. My breath misted the windowpane and I
rubbed it away.“I’m looking at trees and apple orchards.”

“Well . . .” Charlie spun out the word “. . . over here
there’s been an explosion of traffic cones, most of them at the
end of our road, and the Circle Line has run once, an event to
be commemorated with a Blue Plaque.”

“Listen,” I urged, anxious that Charlie should share in what
I was seeing, “there’s something special here. It’s so white, so
quiet. So removed.You must come with me next time.”

“Since when have you been Miss Rural Paradise?”
Lola had laid out walking clothes on the bed, and I got

dressed in them: corduroy pants, checked shirt and cable-knit
sweater, which smelled faintly of bonfires. She hooted when I
appeared downstairs, and I noted that she had retained her
black pants and cashmere sweater. “Aren’t you coming out,
Lola?”

“I have lunch to fix and calls to make.” She ran her fingers
through streaked hair. “I need a moment or two to hunker
down.You know, to take off one skin and put on the other.”

Bill lent me a pair of boots.They had a rim of soft leather,
supple toes, and waxed laces.They were a fraction too big, but
my feet felt good in them. “Wrap this around your face.” He
handed me a scarf and a hat.“And keep your head covered.”
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We stepped out into a brilliant, bitter world, and I
gasped—the cold seemed to peel the skin off my face.

Bill laughed.“It always takes one by surprise.”
“I should have come prepared.”
He glanced at me.“You don’t know until you know.”
That was so like Bill.You wanted to tease him about his

folksy wisdom and, at the same time, you didn’t:You wanted to
believe him.

He was not a big man, and I’m quite tall. Even so, I had
trouble keeping up since he was fleet and fit, and knew every
inch of the land.We crunched over the iced snow and walked
up the slope to emerge on the ridge overlooking the valley,
then dropped down toward the orchards.

“I’ve bought a couple of acres from the farmer over there,
with apple trees.” He waved in the direction of a pink brick
house farther down the valley. “It’ll take me a few seasons to
get them back into order because they’ve been neglected. But
you can’t prune apples too vigorously because they go into
shock.”

The grass was long, rigid with frost.We passed between the
apple trees, suspended in winter formaldehyde, each twig, each
nodule on the branch outlined in white hoar.

“These are the freestanders. I don’t like dwarfs. Give me
proper trees. For me, that’s their point. Their bigness. Just as
long as the rootstock is good.”

His drawl was comforting, almost sleepy-making. I stopped
and gazed up through a latticework of branches at a hard, icy
sky.“What do you mean by rootstock?”

Bill tapped a branch with a gloved finger, and ice crystals
fell to earth.“Apples don’t grow well on their own rootstock,
so they’re grafted.” He sent another shiver of crystal to the
ground. “I’ve planted Jonogold, which is a modern apple, and
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Katy, which came originally from Sweden. It has rosy cheeks,
like a pretty Swedish maiden. Its parent was your English
Worcester Pearmain.”

We ate an early supper of vegetable stew, cake, and straw-
berry ice cream in a kitchen fragrant with the smell of Bill’s
homemade bread.

When I woke on Sunday morning, a light snow had fallen
during the night, masking our previous day’s footprints in the
drive.

Downstairs, Lola peered through the living-room window.
“This is the testing bit. I always imagine that I want to be out
there communing with the Great Life Force, but when it is fif-
teen below zero, I back off.Why don’t we just light the fire?”

“I’m going out,” said Bill.
“So am I,” I said.
“You’re both crazy,” said Lola, plopping down onto the

sofa. “On second thought, perhaps you’re not.That leaves me
to cook lunch.” Lola laughed; and it was a good, contented
sound.“So be it.”

This time, Bill took a different route and headed for a
clearing by an alder swamp, where some rabbits had come out
to enjoy the sun.They sat in a group, scratching and groom-
ing their winter coats.We watched them for some time—the 
play of muscle under their fur, the brightness of their eyes.
The younger ones danced around energetically, making pat-
terns in the snow. Their parents observed them. Indulgently?
Affectionately?

We watched until the chill began to bite, then moved on
past the swamp at whose edge the ice had melted into a dark,
frozen slush.“Looks like coffee granita,” I remarked.

“The city girl,” he said.
“Oh, God. Silly, vain, and spoiled? Is that it?”
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He uttered a bark of laughter.“No, just different. Different
points of comparison.”

He stopped, reached over and adjusted my scarf so that it
covered my mouth. “Charlie would be angry with me if I let
you freeze,” he said.“How is he?”

“The same. Busy.” We moved on. “He wants us to start a
family.”

“And?”
“I’m not sure. I wish I was a rabbit and didn’t have to think

about it. It just happens or not.”
We reached the edge of the clearing, and walked up the

ridge. “Lola and I never wanted children,” Bill said eventually.
“Our families weren’t pleased about it—she’s probably told
you.”

Lola had. She and Bill had been attacked from both sides:
Having children was a public duty, a personal pleasure, a func-
tion of men and women.

“At least you knew,” I said. “And I should know. I have—
oh, how many? Thirty-two different kinds of cell phones to
choose from, forty-eight varieties of jeans, twelve airlines, a
hundred and twenty thousand books, a hundred oils to put in
my bath . . . I could go on. I should be good at making up my
mind.”

“That’s not choice,” Bill slipped his arm around my 
shoulders—he looked puzzled,“that’s consumerism. Having it
all, whatever. Choice is different.”

To my surprise, Charlie was waiting for me at the airport on
my return. I threw my arms around his neck and kissed his
lips.“How lovely.”

He kissed me back.“Couldn’t wait to see you.”
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I breathed a sigh of relief.
As we let ourselves into the apartment, I caught a whiff of

trapped air, a suggestion of murky river, an eddy of city dust.
Automatically I scanned the table by the door for the mail.

“First thing you do,” Charlie teased.“Don’t worry, no one
will have forgotten about you in a week. Check me over 
instead.”

So I did.
Later I got up and, in my robe, wandered into the living

room and noticed at once the two glasses on the coffee table, a
dish of olives and some pits in the ashtray. I called out:“You’ve
been entertaining.”

A half-clothed Charlie appeared in the doorway. “Yup.
Cimmie came over.”

“Cimmie?”
Charlie picked up the glasses and the olives.“In the end, it

was more convenient—and she wanted to see the apartment.”
He glanced at me. “Don’t look like that, Siena. It was just a
drink.”
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Chapter 10: Siena

Cimmie had been in our home.That took a little thinking
about.Yet there was nothing inherently treacherous in my hus-
band sharing an innocent drink with his ex-spouse. Nothing
to worry about at all.“Of course that’s fine.”

“So?”
I grabbed the first available thought. “What color is her

hair?” Cimmie changed it as frequently as the seasons—it was
a standing joke among her friends. She had been in a blond
phase at our wedding.

Without missing a beat, Charlie replied,“Natural.”
“Which color is that precisely?”
“Mouse.” He added:“She looks glowing and it suits her.”
“Oh.”
Charlie hefted my abandoned suitcase from the hall into

the bedroom. Only then he let drop the information:“Cimmie
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has given up hair dye, booze, and cigarettes because she’s preg-
nant.That’s what she wanted to tell me.”

I handed Charlie his present, which was two expensive
Brooks Brothers shirts of the type he liked.“Thanks, darling.”
He put them down on the bed.“I know how rushed for time
you were.”

I unpacked. Shirts into the laundry basket, shoes into trans-
parent boxes. Brush, hang, and bag skirts and pants in
wardrobe. Stow underwear in drawers lined with lavender-
and jasmine-scented paper.

Cimmie was having a baby.
We ate a meal of soup and cheese. Charlie had arranged

the cheese on a bed of vine leaves; its white and cream looked
beautiful against the sharp green. Outside, the river was flow-
ing swiftly, swollen with winter rains.We talked about flying,
airports, and the baffling ways of customs officers and hotels.

“I got them to change my room,” I said. “Very nicely, of
course. I told the manager I was working on a television pro-
gram and, quick as a flash, I was given a room at the back.”

It was the sort of trick I had picked up over years of busi-
ness travel. Charlie rolled his eyes heavenward.

I told him about Bill and Lola and the house in Franconia,
and described the white, eerie, freezing landscape, the apple
trees waiting patiently in their rows for the spring. I related
anecdotes about filming for the pilot, and dropped in casually
the information that Trimester Productions had signed me off
with encouraging noises. “I knew everything was probably
okay when Dwayne, the producer, said the chairman of the
network had approved the slogan ‘Siena’s makeover for real
people,’ and took me to dinner at the Four Seasons.”

Charlie’s hair flopped over his forehead. “Four Sea-
sons, eh?”

“I was too exhausted to enjoy it.We’d spent the afternoon
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trying to find the right wedding outfit for a woman who was
size sixteen, a redhead. Should have been easy, but she had a
crush on the cameraman and wouldn’t concentrate.”

“Yes,” said Charlie.
Our conversation petered out.We were talking about the

wrong subjects, of which the most pressing was represented by
a half-empty dish of satin green olives and a couple of glasses.

Across the table, Charlie raised his eyes. “Go on,” he said.
“Let’s have it out.”

I swallowed.“Did you have to invite Cimmie here?”
He shrugged.“Why not? She wanted to talk to me.”
“I’m sure she did.”
Charlie kept a straight face. “She suggested that I divorce

you and make her an honest woman.”
Joke.
I experimented with a smile, but not very successfully.

“Bruce is the father, I imagine.”
“Yes.They’re off to Australia as soon as they can get mar-

ried, and the paperwork’s been dealt with.”
“When . . . when is she having the baby?”
“Early autumn.”
“Season of mellow fruitfulness.” My hand hovered over the

cheeseboard, but I didn’t want anything more to eat.Whether
Cimmie was married or not was irrelevant. She was pregnant,
and I was not and, much worse, Charlie minded dreadfully.

“Sometimes I feel Cimmie lives with us too.”
“Jay isn’t exactly absent from your thoughts, is he?”
I picked up my plate. “Only as a reminder of what went

wrong.”
“Crowded marriage.”
We exchanged a long look in which affection and under-

standing were minimal. It frightened me, and I went away to
take a shower.
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After flying, the skin requires careful cleansing and mois-
turizing.Tomorrow I had scheduled a manicure and pedicure,
followed by a session with the aromatherapist.

Charlie came in and sat down on the bed. I swiveled around
from the wardrobe and peered at him. I had to try to under-
stand who, and what, I was looking at.To see beneath the skin.

“I’d like to read you something,” he said heavily, and pro-
duced a letter.

Dear Mr. Grant,
I want to thank you for what you’re doing for me. Nobody

believes I am innocent and, in a strange way, it doesn’t matter
very much anymore. I don’t even mind the idea of prison but I
may feel differently in a couple of months. But if I can’t have
Rob, and he would have been a year old today, and I can’t be-
cause he’s dead, then I don’t much care to carry on.

I’ll probably be beaten up if I do go to prison. They do
that, don’t they?

I came and sat down beside him, and pried the letter away
from him.

When I was young, we lived by the river, and there was a big
alder tree that I and my brothers used to climb. We dared our-
selves to crawl down the branch that hung over the water as
far as we could without falling in. I often ended up wet. I al-
ways thought my Rob would do that when he grew up and I
would sit underneath and watch him.

Do you suppose ghosts grow up? I don’t know. But I
think his little ghost will be there, climbing the tree.

I took Charlie’s hand in mine and chafed it. “It’s unimagin-
able.” The death of a baby was unimaginable, and I had no
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right to trespass on, or to pretend, any shade of that grief.“I’m
sorry.”

“I’ve got a big job ahead on this one.” Charlie rubbed his
eyes.

“How do you think the baby died?”
His reply startled me. “I’m not absolutely sure.The baby-

sitter, of course, swears blind she never touched him roughly.
He was a very bad sleeper, screamed a lot. Jackie had been 
ill and had just started back at work. She was still not properly
recovered.”

I considered the information.“It must be so . . . so fright-
ening,” I said.“You’re so tired, and busy, and rushed, and there’s
this baby who won’t go to sleep, who won’t let you alone.
Maybe, maybe . . . you’re driven to the brink . . . Maybe . . .
you do something terrible on the spur of the moment.”

“And maybe not,” said Charlie.
In the bathroom, I gazed with jet-lagged features into the

mirror. I knew nothing of the territory beyond giving birth—
and nothing, certainly, of the horror and anguish of burying a
baby. I smoothed cream into my face and chest—don’t forget the
place between the breasts. It’s a dead giveaway. I could not imagine
Jackie Woodruff ’s feelings, or the presence of a tiny ghost.

Our bodies bound Charlie and me, but mine came be-
tween us too, for it would be my body, not his, that accepted
the business of gestation, delivery and . . . what came afterward.

Startled and disturbed by these reminders of life and death,
I tipped my head upside down and brushed my hair until my
scalp protested.

I was still married to Jay when I booked a consultation with
Ingrid Broadhurst, life coach, therapist, with several sets of let-
ters after her name.
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Her office by the canal in Little Venice was flooded with
light, but the seat to which she pointed me faced away from
the window and toward a couple of houseplants that drooped
from lack of water or attention. For the client, it was not an in-
spiring position to sit in.

Ingrid was dressed in designer jeans and a leather blouson
jacket, both of which suited her. She wrote my name on a
form, took details about my health and cycle, raised an impec-
cably plucked eyebrow and asked,“Why?”

“Why?”
“Why are you here?”
I tried to explain that when I woke each morning, I was

conscious of an underlying, stubborn grief that would not 
go away and that I could not fathom. It was like a piece of
continually worn clothing—like the underwear into which
children used to be sewn for winter’s duration, as itchy and
malodorous.

“Is it loss? Is it fear? Can you be more specific?”
“Okay, okay . . . Let me try. I’m twenty-seven, my career’s

going well, my husband’s doing well.We’ve been married for
two years.We live in a nice house in Chelsea . . .” In short, I
had been given what I had asked for. But the real account of
the past two years, the figures on the bottom line, showed a
debit. “Why,” I asked the life coach, therapist. “Does this not
add up to happiness?”

Ingrid’s eyes grew stern as she gazed into mine.“No one is
allowed to be unhappy.We shall get to the bottom of it.”

I had no idea how infinitely comforting it was to be taken
charge of. I was not going to be allowed to be unhappy.

“Does he know you’re unhappy?”
“I don’t think so.”
“You haven’t talked it over?”
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“No.”
Ingrid was sterner. “Siena,” she said, “proper adult love is

about telling the truth. It’s about seizing the problems and
shaking them by the scruff of the neck.You must schedule in a
session with your husband.”

“I’m not sure,” I backed off hastily,“that I want to take ac-
tion. I just wanted to talk it over with someone who could put
a finger on it.”

Ingrid wrote on my notes for a good two minutes. If I had
been less scrupulous (or was it cowardly?), I might have been
tempted to read her conclusions since I was skilled in reading
upside down. Finally, she put down her pen and glanced at the
clock on the desk. “Do you know what the root of evil is,
Siena?”

I cast around.“The seven deadly sins must play a part.”
Ingrid approved of my answer. “Ah, but the greatest of

these is sloth. Evil comes of laziness. An inner laziness that re-
fuses to deal with issues.”

I returned home to Jay, burdened by my close proximity to
evil and the sin of nonverbalizing. With respect to our mar-
riage, this was a little ironic: Jay and I functioned on silly word
games. “Bugger off,” Jay would say, when he meant, “Come
and kiss me.”

Jay subscribed to the let’s-have-our-cake-and-eat-it-too
school.“Let’s do it now,” he often said, narrowing his small (his
one imperfect feature) eyes.“It only takes an earthquake, a ter-
rorist’s bomb, and the system collapses, and we’ll have missed
out.We make money, we enjoy ourselves and take time out for
each other.”

That was the Grand Plan.
Yet as Jay moved higher up the echelons of the bank and

his pay tripled, I heard less about the Grand Plan and a great
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deal more about being a sleek beast in the corporate jungle. If
I alluded to the Grand Plan during one of our increasingly rare
suppers together, he would smile enigmatically and talk about
share options.

“My two years of marriage seem to have been spent in
striving.” On my second visit to Ingrid, I found myself address-
ing the houseplants as Ingrid took notes.“Striving to please Jay
and do all the other things, like keeping the house running
and, of course, getting ahead in my career.” I added, with some
pride,“I’ve just been taken on as a Dear Abby of fashion for a
trade magazine.”

“So? Your conclusions, Siena?”
“I’ve dressed my marriage up in the wrong clothes.”Yes,

that was the best way to put it. I had dressed up my marriage
to Jay in rainbow colors of hope, excitement, and novelty.

“Undress it, Siena, and take a good look at what’s 
underneath.”

“And what if I don’t like it?”
Ingrid folded her hands. “There are many things that we

have to try on for size in this life,” she remarked, unruffled by
my gusting emotions and neediness. “Maybe marriage is one
of them. If something’s not right for you, then you must be
honest and take it back to the shop.”

The cool certainty of her prescription took my breath away
and in the subsequent days I was crippled by confusion. What
was I going to say to Jay? What did I want? I was so busy listening
to the orchestra of voices that Ingrid had conjured up, so fasci-
nated and absorbed by it, that I failed to initiate the actual debate.

Jay did it for me. Shortly after my fourth visit to Ingrid (a
difficult session where we had worked on my “blockage”) Jay
announced at breakfast that he had been offered a third pro-
motion.“But the deal is, I have to live in Hong Kong.”
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“Live in Hong Kong?”
“It’s not a salt mine, Siena. It’s a civilized city.”
I bit my lip. “But not my city. And I’m not leaving my

work.”
Did I detect, or imagine, a look of relief on Jay’s features?

“You could do something along the same lines. Wise up. It
would be good experience to add to the portfolio.”

“I don’t think so,” I said.
Jay got to his feet and adjusted his tie. “If that’s how you

feel.”
It was the moment for courage and for deblocking and

whatever other nonsensical terms Ingrid employed. “Surely
you’ve noticed we’ve not been getting along lately, Jay. I think
we should do something about it.”

He reached for his briefcase. “Don’t start, Siena. I’ve just
enough energy to cope with this.” He beat his fist on the han-
dle.“We’ll sort out Hong Kong later.”

“I’m not happy, Jay. I don’t know why, and I’m sure it’s not
your fault. But I don’t think you can count on me coming to
Hong Kong.”

A genuine battle appeared to wage in Jay’s breast—between
the imperative to get to work on time and the demands of his
wife. A battle that encompassed the transformation that had
taken place in him during our marriage from the old, charm-
ing, lovely Jay to the comparative stranger who stood before
me in the kitchen, fiddling impatiently with his briefcase.“So,”
he said, with a flare of irritation and impatience,“you’d better
bugger off.”

I’m sure Jay regretted having uttered those words in the
strained, stringent atmosphere of a rushed breakfast. And, for
my part, I was racked by doubt about the wisdom of following
Ingrid’s advice. The very concept of responsibility suggested
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that one made one’s own decisions and did not allow others to
foist theirs on you.

But it was too late.
For the first and final time, Jay and I accepted that “bugger

off ” meant what it said.

“Lovely to see you.” Manda’s face was contorted with the effort
of juggling Patrick on one hip and trying to lay the table with
one hand.“Tell me all.”

It was Saturday. Charlie was working on the Woodruff case,
and Dick was away at a booksellers’ conference. Manda had to
look after the children.There was a pile of manuscripts on the
kitchen table, and the top one had been liberally splashed with
orange juice. Hetty was crawling around the floor, singing to
herself. She was wearing odd socks and a pink hairband.
“Don’t mind Het.” Her mother nudged her with her foot.
“She’s playing at being an Indian princess. Now, shoot.”

I launched into a description of Fersen’s flounces, the free
sample of Crème de la Mer in the hotel, the wooden house in
Franconia, the blare and bustle of New York . . . and slithered
into silence. Manda was not listening. It was not that she didn’t
wish to but that it was impossible. Patrick and Hetty were cross
and vying for their mother’s attention.

“I don’t think they like Olga,” Manda admitted after she
had—finally—put a quiche into the oven and slammed the
door.“They just don’t seem settled.”

“Hey.” I wrested Patrick from his mother and sat down.
“Don’t pester your poor mommy.” I jiggled him on my knee.
“This is the way the farmer rides, Patrick.This is the way the
bishop rides . . .”

Patrick gave me with a withering look and stuck his
thumb into his mouth.
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“Should I sack Olga?” Manda slumped into a chair. “I
don’t have any real grounds—and you need stacks of money
for a nanny.”

“This is the way the poor man rides . . . clip-clop, clip-
clop . . .”

Patrick gave a half-chuckle and took his thumb out of his
mouth. He twisted around to look at his mother.“Horsy.”

The curve of the bright, boyish head, the long lashes, the
imperious toddler expression made me catch my breath.This
was what little boys looked like at his age . . . on the cusp of
becoming masculine, no longer pretty.That moment of transi-
tion, I supposed, was the sort of thing a mother would notice.

“Thanks.” Manda buried her face in a hand. “I’m so tired
that I’m contemplating killing myself for some peace. It’s the
most attractive option I can think of.”

After the quiche, I insisted on taking the children to the
park for an hour to give Manda a break.

That one (finite) hour stretched indefinitely into a month.
Every six yards or so, Hetty dropped her gloves.These had

to be retrieved while I kept an eye on Patrick, who insisted
that he wanted to walk. Every so often, he fell over and cried,
and was propped upright and dusted off. He looked at me
with suspicion and dislike. “I want my mommy.” His wails
were counterpointed by Hetty:“My glubs, my glubs.”

A wind blew in from Siberia and our eyes streamed. Hetty
wanted to go to the swings so we plodded over to them.
I pushed her to and fro until she was bored, with Patrick
screaming in the stroller. Then Patrick wanted to go on the
slide but panicked at the last moment. Both demanded ice
cream.

A calmer Manda opened the door when we returned.
“Mommy!” Patrick hurled himself into her arms. “Mommy, I
was sad.”
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“Patrick Coker Scott! What a fib! You were having a lovely
time with Siena.”

“My mommy.” Patrick put his arms around Manda’s neck
and turned to beam at me.

Manda laughed, a clear, joyous sound, and nuzzled him.
“What would I do without you two?” she said, and over the
top of her son’s head, her eyes, shining with tenderness, en-
countered mine. “I couldn’t possibly live without my Patrick
and Hetty.”

Charlie was out at the gym when I returned home. “Supper
done,” he had scrawled on a note. I smiled. It had been, strictly,
my turn but Charlie would have reckoned I was still tired (a
week later) from the jet lag. He was right, but he always liked
to take over the kitchen.“Men have few outlets for their crea-
tivity,” was the excuse when he elbowed me aside. When I
pointed out (with reluctance) that most great artists, writers,
and musicians had been male, he replied, “I’m talking about
the average male, not the towering genius.”

I went into the office and checked the answering machine.
There were three messages, and I put out a hand to press the
button.

I did not need to listen to messages. Listening to messages
was addictive behavior. An excuse to fill every minute of the
day with work, and filling every minute of the day with work
meant I didn’t have to think about other things.

But that was my secret.
Instead, I sat down on the floor and began the annual task

of file weeding—papers, articles, theater programs on which I
had scrawled notes on the costumes, a mass of stuff.As I flicked
through the year’s detritus, I couldn’t remember why I’d cho-
sen to keep most of it.
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“Elegance is knowing when to stop . . .”
“I paint dreams,” declared Ziggy Patterson, dressmaker to

the stars.
“How to dress your identity . . .” a fashion consultant 

advises.
Charlie poked his head around the door. “Hi.” He had

damp, slicked-back hair and a scrubbed face.
I waved a clipping in his direction. “Does your wardrobe

have focus?”
He shook his wet head. “I think that must be the most

boring question in the world. Supper in half an hour.”
The “Wardrobe with Focus” article joined the trash pile. I

swept it up and into the wastebasket, then noticed my photo
albums were out of order.There was a whole shelf of them, the
latest in slick plastic folders, the earlier ones in bulky volumes
interleaved with tissue.

“My Photograph Album, Home and School” was written
on the first in silver pencil, and each photo was captioned.The
grain of the paper was so marked that it broke up the line of
writing. On the first page I had pasted in a group picture of
the fifth grade. I was in the back row between “Ginger”
Rodgers and Kelvin whom I’d kissed behind the music school.
I looked untidy, sulky, and cold.

A few pages on there was a blown-up family group. A
range of hills filled the background, and in the foreground, my
mother and father sat with a rug spread between them and a
cooler surrounded by sandwiches, fruit, and boxes of cookies.
The caption read, “Family Picnic near Chatsworth, 1978.” I
had been ten, and Richard, twelve.

The color of the photograph had faded, lending the green
of the hills a curiously muted texture; the blue and red of the
tartan rug were almost obliterated. Richard was concentrating
on his cookie. I was examining the contents of a sandwich
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with apparent disgust and impatience. My parents were look-
ing in opposite directions from each other.

I wondered who had taken the photograph and, try as I
might, I couldn’t remember the occasion.This was not surpris-
ing, for I had not enjoyed my childhood. In my book, to be
young was to be powerless and without much laughter and
comfort. I wouldn’t wish it on anybody.

Charlie reappeared and I showed it to him. “Remind me
to ask your mother next time I see her if you ever smiled.”
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Chapter 11: Siena

“This is Charlie Grant,” said my hostess at her noisy, chat-
tery, candlelit dinner party. I barely knew her and her husband,
let alone the guests—this unconnectedness entirely matching
my new status. I was nervous.

“Hello, Charlie.”
He was tallish, dark, and had the kind of floppy hair that

was probably a pain. He looked nice but not remarkable or
outstanding—which all goes to show.

Our hostess moved on, and he flicked up an eyebrow. “I
think we’re the evening’s good cause,” he said, “but I’ve sud-
denly become supportive of the idea.”

The dining table was too small for the number of diners,
not that it mattered; and Charlie and I were crushed together
and talked with our noses almost touching over pear and
pecorino salad and seafood pasta.
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He struck me at once as a man with a secret melancholy,
but he masked it with good, funny conversation.Yet I sensed it
was there—I knew it was there, because it matched mine.

Liqueurs were served and I accepted one.“You seem sad?”
I said, brandy-emboldened.“Are you?”

His hand tightened on his glass.“I’m getting divorced.”
“So am I,” I said. “In fact, I’m already divorced.” I looked

into his eyes. “I haven’t said that before. I’m divorced. Three
days and eight hours.”

We exchanged no more information than that, and the
conversation between us moved on, but I registered the echo
of coincidence and shared feeling.

Toward the end of the dinner, Charlie whispered in my
ear,“Why has our host shaved his head? I only saw him a cou-
ple of days ago, and he had a full head of hair.”

I laughed.“Ask him.”
Charlie shouted,“Why the skinhead, Sherwood?” and Sher-

wood replied,“I wanted authority. Bald is gravitas.”
“Nonsense,” called his wife. “The children got lice and

Sherwood went drastic.”
That dinner party took place on a Tuesday, and Charlie and

I met again on Thursday. That was the beginning of us, but
progress was not straightforward. No, not easy and automatic at
all. It took time, and hesitant steps.

“Getting divorced seems as easy as applying for a passport,”
I said (or puffed at him), as we jogged together in the park.
“But it isn’t.”

He laid a sweaty hand on my sweaty arm. “I agree. I feel
like I’ve fallen asleep on a train journey and waked up at the
wrong station, miles from anywhere. It’s dark, I have no money
and, anyway, there are no taxis.”

I took myself back to Ingrid’s office. “I’m finding it diffi-
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cult to go forward . . . I can’t stop brooding on my failure with
Jay . . . my failure, Ingrid.”

“Nobody fails,” she replied.“It’s not a term we recognize.”
She had assumed her teacher expression, which was deployed
to suggest that a client was being obtuse or willful. “What do
you want, Siena? Blood on the floor? You’ve got closure—
won’t that do?” She shuffled through my notes, which, consid-
ering the amount of times I had visited her, struck me as
insultingly sparse. “It can be argued that in a first marriage
there is a learning curve.”

I stared at her. “I don’t think you’re any help at all.” The
words rushed out of my mouth, with the joy of a traveler ar-
riving home from a long, arduous journey. “In fact, I’ve de-
cided you’re destructive.”

For the first time that I could recall, Ingrid’s lips parted in a
delighted smile.“But this is brilliant,” she cried.“You’ve learned
my lessons well and triumphed over your inner laziness.”

As ever, Ingrid demanded the last word. In her book, nei-
ther unhappiness nor failure was admissible. But I had failed,
and I was unhappy.

“So?” said Charlie. “Why not say so? Be honest with 
yourself.”

I resorted to the superficial, the tried and tested. I had my
hair restyled, and made a foray into Prada where I splurged on
a handbag in glistening black nylon and pointed black shoes.

“Very pointy,” Charlie remarked, when I met him at the
cinema on the evening I wore them for the first time.“Ques-
tion is:Are they sadistic or masochistic?”

As it happened, I was dying in slow agony from the blisters
they had inflicted, but my delight in such desirable objects
combined with the pain summed up my inner state quite 
perfectly.
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Dear Siena,
Will you help me? One of the last insults my ex-partner

threw at me before she walked out was to say that I looked
like a dog’s dinner. I say I’m perfectly normal. Stomach swell-
ing a little—okay, more than that—recession on top. She left
me six months ago, and it is only now that I am plucking up
confidence to go out. Could you see a way of reinventing my
image from the terrified slob that I am into a confident man-
about-town?

Yours, Joe Whattley
P.S. I would not be honest if I didn’t admit to a desire for

revenge.
P.P.S. I know this letter sounds quite humorous but I

can’t explain what I really feel.

As a rule, I never revealed my clients’ requests to anyone with-
out their permission. But I made an exception and showed the
letter to Charlie on our twelfth date (noted in my appoint-
ment diary).

“Know how he feels.” He handed back the letter.
I trod carefully. “What would you have done differently

with Cimmie?”
The reply took the wind out my sails.“I wouldn’t have al-

lowed our differences to fester so much that I ended up hating
her.” I looked skeptical, for the idea of Charlie hating anyone
was difficult to take in. He added, “I knew, in theory, that
everyone is capable of hatred. And violence and murder. I deal
with that all the time. But if I’m being honest, it’s being faced
with it in oneself that’s a shock.”

“So, how do we manage, Charlie?”
We sat in silence for a while. Charlie was searching for the

right answer, and I wanted to hear it. Eventually, he said, “I
make the presumption of innocence. Or, rather, try to believe
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in the best. Despite my hatred, I loved Cimmie too, and I
wouldn’t have left her. And she was wrong to say that I didn’t
take her seriously.”

He had gone a little pale. I reached over and touched his
cheek.“Hey.”

“And what about you?” he asked.“Latest report in Life af-
ter Jay?”

Contrary. Puzzling.That is what I felt.
I took a deep breath, which held more than a touch of

healing and releasing.“Deeply wounded that he gave me up so
easily . . . All right, I was particularly anguished that he pre-
ferred a quick clean execution to a bloody fight to keep me. I
don’t understand, Charlie. I was unhappy and yet I wanted Jay
to fight to keep me.”

We were stepping carefully, the pair of us.As Charlie put it,
“I’m not going to rush matters between us. Do you mind?”

“No.”
“We’re friends.”
There was a suggestion of a question mark in the state-

ment, but I was not going to debate the nature of friendship.
I was still too bruised and, if truthful, too busy.The consul-

tancy was taking off, and I had had an approach from Fashion,
This Week. I preferred to view Charlie as the brother who held
my hand as we waded out of the deep waters. I did not look to
love him, only to like him, which I did very much.

The trick was not to expect happiness. I had made that
mistake with Jay—of assuming happiness fills you, and replen-
ishes, automatically, like an underground spring.

Nine months later, Charlie took me out to dinner at Nobu.
We discussed his latest case over green beans in balsamic vine-
gar: Why a businessman who had been convicted of perjury
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had been given a longer sentence than a drunk driver who had
killed his passenger. “That’s the way the law is coded,” said
Charlie.

“And you don’t mind that it is sometimes blind and 
stupid?”

“Yes and no. But I ask myself, in a society that no longer
has moral or religious restraints, what would happen if we 
didn’t observe the law?”

I thought of the church close to where I was living in a
rented apartment in Hoxton, which was virtually empty on
Sundays.“Point taken.”

Over the main course of (barely) seared tuna, the conversa-
tion slid into the intimate. “Are you feeling better?” I asked
him, surprised by a rush of tenderness.

“I am. I’ve worked out that the disaster of my marriage
was not inevitable because men and women are at dagger
points. It wasn’t the fallout from the battle between the sexes.
It was merely—not merely, but you know what I mean—the
result of misunderstanding and a build-up of resentment be-
tween two people.”

I watched the various expressions chase over his face. I had
been wrong about him being unremarkable-looking. He was
the opposite, and intelligent and full of feeling. I was surprised
I’d missed it.

Charlie reached over the table, captured my hand in a
sweet gesture and rubbed my thumb.

I looked up. Charlie’s skin shone with health and youth,
and his eyes, an intriguing green, were soft with emotion.“You
are better, Charlie.That’s lovely.”

He continued to hold my hand. “Siena, it is possible to
make up one’s mind to be happy.”

“Oh?” Up went my eyebrows. “It’s an idea with . . .
appeal.”
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“So? Shall we make up our minds to be happy . . . to-
gether, I mean?”

The old wounds threatened to break open, the fears 
and sadness of the past few years gathered at the back of my
mind, but I pushed them away. I remembered the glitter,
the optimism and the savagery of childhood fairy tales—the
Prince Charmings and Ice Queens, the Emperor without 
his new clothes, and the Little Mermaid, who walked on ra-
zors for love of her prince. Not all of them lived happily ever
after.

“Siena?”
Charlie was not suggesting that we revisit childhood fan-

tasies, but something quite different. It was a less absolute state
of mind, more tentative.

I returned the pressure of his fingers but, not quite there
yet, I said,“I don’t know, Charlie.”

He surprised me. “Nor do I, actually,” he said. “Isn’t that
the point?”

“I hadn’t thought.”
“I have, for both of us.”
“Bossy old you.”
“Joke.”
“Bad one.”
“Second time around?” he reminded me.“Do you under-

stand that’s what I mean?”
“Yes, I do.” My fingers with their shiny scarlet nails re-

posed trustingly in Charlie’s.
“Sure?”
“No . . . yes. Of course I’m sure.”
“You’re willing to go through it all again?”
Think quickly, Siena. Think hard.
I twined my fingers around his.“Why not?” and, because I

was a little terrified by the emotion flooding me, followed up

106/Q-47A08783-094 LONG CGI Contact: Michael Miller

Everything She Thought She Wanted 151

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 151



with an attempt at a joke.“One’s always better dressed at one’s
second wedding.”

Briefly, Charlie looked nonplussed.Then he threw back his
head and roared with laughter. “If that’s the case, I’ll take you
to Harvey Nichols at dawn tomorrow.”

The call came through from the States on Monday in early May.
“Ten shows,” said India, briskly, when she relayed the news

that Trimester Productions wanted to go ahead with Siena’s
Prime Time Fashion.“To be filmed in two batches over the next
six months. I’m just about to go into heavy negotiations over
the contract and money, but I need your okay on this. Listen
up, here are the details so far.”

I sat down in my office, filled with river reflections from the
May sunshine, and absorbed the stream of figures—percentages
and cuts of the profits—that were being held out to me. Of
course, they were wrapped around tough clauses, linked to 
my availability, my willingness to take on a new market, to 
undergo publicity, and to live for weeks at a time in New York.

“Do you give me permission to go ahead?” India wanted
to know.

“Yes,” I heard myself say.“No, let me talk to Charlie.”
“Answer soonest.” India was severe.“I mean it.”
I phoned Charlie, but it was impossible to talk, so we

arranged a quick lunch at a café next to his chambers.
He arrived in a rush. I had already ordered a toasted sand-

wich for him and (carb-free) bacon and eggs for myself. The
toasted sandwich arrived first, which was a sore test—I would
have given a lot to sink my teeth into it.

“Look,” said Charlie.“Let’s get this straight. I don’t want to
stand in your way.” He took a bite, and said, with his mouth
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full,“If I could have the baby, I’d do it. It would solve the prob-
lem. But I can’t, and that’s that. But I think we should decide
where we’re going.”

His black gown and white shirt made him seem older and
sterner, which was, I suppose, the point. “The contract only
covers six months.”

“And what if there are more offers after it? If it’s a success?”
“I could say no.”
Charlie’s face was inscrutable.“That would be unwise.” He

finished the sandwich. “Siena, the time has come for absolute
honesty. Let’s be quite clear.”

“Go on.”
But Charlie appeared to have changed his mind and, again,

we ducked the issues. Babies. Houses. “Oh, I don’t know.” He
looked at me, almost as if he was seeing me for the first time. I
hated the suggestion of an undercurrent of bafflement and sad-
ness. “Christ albloodymighty!” he said, at last. “It was easier in
the old days. Man worked, woman stayed at home.”

I closed my eyes.“Never thought I’d hear you say that.”
“No.”
“Charlie, you’re not being honest. Go on, say what you

want to say.”
“All right, Siena. It’s make-up-your-mind time.”
Charlie’s assistant edged into the café, bearing a heavy

briefcase.“Could we have a word, Mr. Grant?”
Charlie checked his watch.“Give me ten, Roger.”
Roger seemed flustered.“Sorry. It’s urgent.”
Charlie looked thunderous and I glanced at my watch.

“I’ve got to go too, Charlie.”
“Don’t expect me back for supper tonight,” Charlie said.

“Busy.”
“I wish you could come home.”
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He softened.“I wish I could, too.”
“Charlie, I’m going to say yes.”
He rose from the table. “Sure,” he said. “I never expected

anything else.”
He looked so miserable and disappointed that I almost

wept. I almost cried out, No, I won’t do it. But I didn’t.
“You will back me?”
He didn’t look at me.“Of course.”
“You won’t really,” I said.
“What I think seems to be irrelevant.” He bent over and

kissed my cheek. Light and distant.Then he murmured,“Don’t
worry about it.”

I watched him leave the café, and he didn’t glance back or
wave.

My appointment was with India, who was waiting for me. She
led me upstairs to her room, which was dominated by a huge
empty desk. When I first saw her setup, I had entertained
doubts about someone who did business without a single
piece of paper in sight, but I needn’t have worried. India’s bril-
liance was strategic, and business was mostly conducted in her
head.

Today she was dressed in pinstriped Armani.“You paid for
it,” she pointed out, when I exclaimed over it. I explained the
position between Charlie and me. She listened carefully, but
without much sympathy.“As I told you, Siena,Trimester needs
an answer, soonest.They don’t hang around.”

We talked over the book for Caesar, and India printed out
a chart she had constructed showing my schedule and income
if the U.S. deal went through, and my schedule and income if
it didn’t.
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“So, what do you feel, Siena?”
“Trapped.”
She shook her head.“No, you’re not.You just have to make

up your mind. It’s very simple.”
Not India too.
Unusually, I chose to walk most of the way home. It was

late spring, and we were past the hopeless time when, sick and
tired of the cold and rain, it was impossible to imagine warmth
and sun.

The muscles in my legs contracted and stretched. My
breath quickened and I increased my pace, enjoying the exer-
cise. I stopped to allow a woman with a stroller to mastermind
it past an overflowing rubbish bin on the pavement, and
looked up to the poster on a building-site hoarding. It showed
a photograph of starving children in Africa, tiny, with huge
heads, and eyes that pleaded with the onlooker.

Halfway home, I shivered as I thought over the implica-
tions of my conversation with Charlie. What a joke God—
whoever—had played on women. He had given them brains,
wily social skills, longevity and, with a bit of luck, beauty. He
had also given them a uterus.That was such a big black joke.

Once back in my office, I was safe and in control. There
were, to put it mildly, a hundred things to do. Notes. Telephone
calls. Research. Inside my panty hose, one foot cramped. This
was familiar territory in which all I had to do was work qui-
etly and steadily through and, from time to time, clench my
foot to relieve the spasm.

Actually, it was Voltaire who declared that it was possible to
make up your mind to be happy. After Charlie proposed, I
looked it up in a dictionary of quotations. But I also noted that
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Voltaire believed in making the best of all possible worlds, but
I never mentioned that to Charlie. Instead, I preferred to think
about a quotation from Virgil on the opposite page.“Love car-
ries all before him:We too must yield to Love.”

But if I truly believed that why was I not giving Charlie
what he wanted?
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Chapter 12: Barbara

I thought a lot about friendship, but all I could say for a cer-
tainty was that Bunty was a friend, a good one; and Ryder’s
brother, Ian, and his wife, Antonia, were not friends, but rela-
tions.There was a difference.

Early in May, they invited themselves over to spend Sunday
at Edgeborough Road.They had a habit of doing this:Antonia
hated cooking but was more than happy, eager, in fact, to eat
other women’s efforts.

Radiant and laughing, Sophie danced into my kitchen and
caught me in my apron.“Off,” she ordered, and tied it around
her own waist.“Put me to work, darling Aunt Babs.”

She was wearing a full skirt, a linen blouse, and a patterned
cardigan, and had tied up her hair in a ponytail.“You look rav-
ishing, Sophie.”

She nuzzled my cheek in the way she used to as a little girl.
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“You smell lovely. And you look so well. Have you found a
new face cream? Will you tell me what it is?”

Whichever god had been present at Sophie’s conception
had been prodigal with gifts.As a child, her hair had been dark
blond, but it had lightened as she grew older, and was accom-
panied by huge blue eyes and a slender, almost too slender, fig-
ure. And she was possessed, too, of an intelligence that had
helped her deftly evade any parental objections and got her a
good degree at Oxford.“She’ll be an old maid,” wailed Anto-
nia,“one of those fearsome harpies.” But there was no way the
lovely, laughing Sophie would be branded a bluestocking and
left on the shelf.

“Sometimes,” Bunty commented, in her sharp way,“I sus-
pect you love Sophie more than Amy.”

“Not true,” I protested. “But I think I understand Sophie
better.”

“Hum . . .” Bunty looked skeptical. “Older women do not
understand younger ones. Particularly daughters.”

Point taken. In the past two weeks I had asked Amy if she
wanted to come to the hairdresser with me, go shopping in
town, catch a play in the West End, have lunch together. And
the answers had been “too busy,” “otherwise engaged,” “no,”
and “no.”

“Sophie is always so loving, and that makes a difference.”
“Sophie makes it her business to be loving.”
To paraphrase Alexander, I could see into Sophie, sense the

direction of her thoughts and moods. Sophie was like water 
in an unpolluted river—clear and sparkling—while Amy was 
a hidden lake, surrounded by bulrushes and tightly clumped
willows.

“Where’s Amy?” Sophie was asking.
“Upstairs, I think. The hot water ran out earlier, and she

had to wait for a bath.”
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In the early days of the Teignmouth holidays, Sophie had
formed an alliance with Roy, who was exactly her age. Later
on, when puberty asserted itself, and ignoring the tragedy of
Amy being eighteen months younger, the girls formed a fe-
male cadre—not a powerful one, since Roy took care to assert
his boyish rights, but solid enough.The alliance had survived,
despite Sophie going to university and Amy not.“I’m glad for
her,” said Amy stubbornly, tearfully, on hearing of her accep-
tance to Oxford.“Glad, glad.”

“What are you doing at the moment?” I hesitated to 
ask the next, crude question, but asked all the same: “Any
boyfriends?”

“Masses.” Sophie touched a strand of shining hair.
“Anyone special?”
“Good heavens, no.” Again, a strand twisted through her

slender fingers.“You know that Amy and I disapprove of be-
ing tied down. We don’t intend to put our heads into the
noose.”

I pushed a bowl of collard greens toward her.“Chop them,
there’s a darling.” I watched her set to.“You’ll probably change
your mind.”

“Unlikely.”A smile hovered at the corner of her lips.
I pointed my knife at Sophie’s breast. “I’ll give you a year

and, when you do, you must come and beg for mercy.”
She giggled and raised her knife, and we crossed (playful)

swords.“I promise, but you’ll be waiting a long, long time.”
“That brings bad luck. Stop it.”Amy appeared in the door-

way, and I stifled a sigh, because she was dressed in a cotton
skirt that lumped over her hips, an unflattering yellow blouse,
and she had scraped her hair back and pinned it flat. Her eyes
narrowed.“Am I interrupting something?”

Sophie turned.“Where have you been?”
Amy brushed past, knocking against me in her haste to kiss
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her cousin.Aware that the collision had been deliberate, I went
away to usher the party to the table.

“Ian, dear,” Antonia fussed, as Ian accepted a refill of gin
and tonic to go into lunch,“the doctor did say.”

Ian’s complexion suggested he lived a healthy, outdoor life,
but nothing could have been farther from the truth. He was a
bank manager who spent his days behind a large desk, and his
complexion was the achievement of many large lunches.“Shut
up,Antonia,” he said.

“Sophie,” asked Ryder at lunch.“Any luck with searching
for a job?”

“Not yet, Uncle Ryder,” she gave the table one of her 
radiant looks, “but I’m on a short list for a job as a television
announcer, which I think would be very interesting, and fun.”

Her father frowned.“I should never have let her go to uni-
versity.What on earth was the point?”

Antonia hissed in my ear, “What am I going to do with
her?” Her tone sharpened.“It’s ridiculous, Sophie.A ridiculous
thing to want to be.”

After lunch, the women went upstairs to freshen up. So-
phie disappeared into Amy’s bedroom, and I was forced to lis-
ten to Antonia’s litany of woe, which included a daughter who
wanted to mix with dissolute people and refused to get herself
a proper secretarial job.

Antonia applied her lipstick in angry slashes, and returned
downstairs. In Amy’s bedroom the girls were absorbed in their
conversation—Sophie had let down her hair, and Amy was
brushing it (why couldn’t it have been the other way around?).
They were exchanging gossip and confidences that were not
for my ears.

Sophie looked up and caught sight of me in the mirror,
hovering in the doorway. She sent me a conspiratorial smile.
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“You don’t disapprove, Aunt Barbara, do you?” she called.
“Of the television thing? You don’t think it’s silly?”

Instantly Amy’s gaze fixed on me.
“I don’t know anything about it,” I said.
“Oh, Mom, you’re such a coward,” said Amy.

Clearing out the apple house was an annual ritual Ryder and I
shared. Both of us hated it but, equally, neither was prepared to
let the other take over. Ryder because he could not trust me—
or, for that matter, Herr Schlinker, who was deemed, and this
was not meant rudely, to possess a refugee’s attitude to waste—
to get rid of the rotting fruit. I wanted to make sure that no
apple was discarded unnecessarily.

Sure enough, the arguments ran along the annual lines.
“We should cut out the good bits and use them.”
“You have enough to do,” Ryder countered. “Don’t we

have enough apples? I don’t want my wife apple paring.”
He pulled out the first of the wooden slats; I sorted the fruit

and emptied trays.Very soon the tin pails were filling with the rot-
ting ones: greeny purple, blackish brown, and deep purple–black.

Ryder dipped the scrubbing brush into a mixture of hot
water and disinfectant and scrubbed the slats. The bristles
scraped decisively against the wood. I looked up at the roof of
the apple house where the limewash was flaking and spiders’
webs were clotted in the corners. Through the doorway, the
garden was framed like a painting and, in it, spring was at work
sharpening colors, scattering flowers and leaves, and blurring
outlines—in contrast to the dead, musty atmosphere in the ap-
ple house.

“You’re very quiet these days.” Ryder’s comment cut into
my contemplations.“Are you worrying about something?”
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“No. Just busy, that’s all.”
“No busier than usual.” He dipped the brush into the wa-

ter and resumed his methodical scrubbing, one slat at a time.
“I’d be upset if you didn’t tell me when there was something
wrong.”

“Excuse me, darling.” I brushed past him with another
armful of rejects.“Of course, I’d tell you if there was anything
wrong.”

The pails were now full so I grabbed them and traipsed
down the garden to the compost heap. It had rained earlier,
a light, joyous spring rain, and my feet left imprints on the
path. Herr Schlinker’s onions and beetroot had already broken
through the earth—a color pattern card of emerald and olive. I
always thought that the new greens of the year had a fat quality
to them, plumped as they were by underground nutrients.
Scratching around in the run, the hens clucked contentedly
and, to my delight, there was the shy flash of a purple violet
under the beech tree.

I bent over to take a closer look, easing back the layers of
leaf mold, and the earth curled under my fingernails. I sniffed,
and the scent was of life and growth. It was a good, optimistic
smell, and it made me feel happy.

Ryder had worked hard.When I returned, he was finish-
ing off the final tray. “We’ll leave them to dry.” He stacked it
against the others. Then, he smacked the question into the
open.“You’re not ill in any way. Or . . . or pregnant, Babs, are
you?”

The question startled me so thoroughly that, for a mo-
ment, I was bereft of words. What . . . when? Surely I hadn’t
made a mistake. I clicked off the weeks in my head.

“No. No, to both, thank goodness.” I was emphatic. “Not
at our age, Ryder.” I slid my arm around his waist and kissed
his cheek.“It would be embarrassing.”
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Antonia saying, “My dear!” and Ian raising an eyebrow in
that suggestive, irritating manner. As for Roy and Amy, well,
who knew what they would think?

Ryder dropped the scrub brush into the pail with a clang.
“Another son would have been nice.”

“Oh, Ryder, I wish I could have given you one.”
He was annoyed with himself for having—possibly—hurt

me. “Barbara, you gave me two children, and much else. But
enough. Hand me the trays over there, will you, darling?”

By the time we had finished lunch, the sun had gone in,
and I lit the gas fire in the dining room. It was accounts day,
and we spread our papers on the table. Ryder refilled his foun-
tain pen and held it poised over the columns of his ledger.

I fetched my notebook—a morocco-leather one with
gold-edged leaves: I bought one each year from Biddle’s in the
high street. In it, I kept the tally of my housekeeping expendi-
tures, a dull but, paradoxically, comforting task.

We worked companionably, checking and rechecking.
“Did we really spend that much on fuel?”
“Don’t you remember we ordered in extra after the cold

snap?”
“I never know whether it’s summer or winter.”
This was a perfectly reasonable comment for a man who

traveled in and out of time zones like a commuter.
“Groceries, five pounds and threepence. Cleaning materi-

als, two pounds. Car repair, four pounds.” Then I admitted,
“New hat, two guineas.”

“Have I seen it?”
“It’s for the summer. Pink flowers, very chic.”
Ryder transcribed the figures into the expenditure col-

umn. “Do you need more money? Should I raise your 
allowance?”

“That’s generous of you, darling, but there’s no need.”
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He gave me a penetrating look.“Sure you’re not short?”
I shook my head. I did not like, ever, to take advantage of

my husband’s generosity. This occasionally led to a shortage
and shortfall, but it was a state of affairs I accepted.

“You have only to ask.”
I heard the clock ticking in the next room.With an inner

ear, I strained to catch the quiet of the afternoon outside, the
fall of the seconds and minutes of Ryder’s and my life. The
quiet between us, the murmured exchange of information, was
normal, perfectly normal.

“Ryder . . .” I went over to his chair and slid my arms
around him. “What would you say if I did some work for
St. Bede’s? In the almoner’s department. Apparently they need
help sorting out convalescent patients with transport and
things like that. It would only be a day a week. It would be
good work and very helpful.”

He rubbed my hand.“Provided you’re unpaid, why not?”
“And if it was paid?”
Inside the circle of my arms, he tensed. “I suppose that

would be all right, but I wouldn’t like it known. I don’t want it
thought I can’t support you.”

“Darling, isn’t that old-fashioned?”
“Maybe, but it’s what I feel.”
“Everyone knows you earn a good salary,” I said.“Captain.”

I reached over and screwed the cap back on the ink bottle.
He smiled at the tease.“Come back, Babs.” He put an arm

around my waist and drew me close.
I looked down at the familiar head. I knew what went on

inside it, and yet I did not.Was it the case that the longer you
lived with someone, there was less and less of which to be
sure? I wondered, too, if Ryder was vanishing from my inter-
nal perspective. He was there, and not there, a constant pres-
ence but increasingly shadowy.
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“Ryder, I promise the hospital will not be paying me.”
That night at Bunty’s bridge gathering, I allowed Ryder to

trounce me and my partner, Jimmy Peters. Jimmy was gracious
about it. Nevertheless, I caught his flash of annoyance. It could
be argued that Jimmy triumphed on the golf course so fre-
quently that a defeat at cards might be necessary redress, but
men like him would not see it that way.

“Never mind, Barbara.” Jimmy helped me on with my coat
at the end of the evening.“It was a complicated game, and dif-
ficult to keep up.”

I prayed for Ryder to go away. I wanted the house emptied of
family and the bustle of meals and washing. I wanted the
spring air to sift through the rooms, cleansing and sweetening.
I craved the solitude of the silent rooms in which to listen to
the birdsong and hear my own thoughts.

I wanted to think about Alexander Liberty.
In that spring birdsong and sunlight, he was there in my

head, and I couldn’t shake him out. It took only a moment’s
distraction and I was back in Bunty’s living room.There, with
Ryder’s hand under my elbow, I looked around to find
Alexander watching me.

And every time I remembered, my body shuddered with a
kind of a terror and, as equally, a kind of reckless acceptance.

Amy came and went on Saturday morning, wearing the 
yellow blouse and the awful skirt, which nothing would in-
duce her to change. I pressed on her fruit cake, stockings, and
face cream. “You must pay attention to your face, darling,” I
told her.

She shrugged. “Frightened that no man will want me,
Mother?”

Ryder left on Saturday afternoon, and I waved him off
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from the front steps. On Sunday I woke with the dawn, to a
day that seemed expectant with light and sun.

I washed, sprinkled talcum powder under my arms, put on
my light gray worsted suit with the fitted jacket and my
brogues with the leather tassels on the laces, snatched up a
beret, and set off up Edgeborough Road.

“Morning, Barbara.” I had almost collided with Phyllis
Thomas, my neighbor.“Are you off to church?”

“I thought I’d walk up to St. Martha’s. It’s such a lovely
day.”

Phyllis glanced at my brogues and my bare head, and there
was an implied reproof in the scrutiny.“Do take care,” she said,
in her carefully modulated voice.

St. Martha’s on the Hill was a pilgrim church. Centuries
ago, on the way to Canterbury, the groups had stopped there
to worship and beg sustenance. Not the best place for proven-
der, since it was built high on the ridge, but it had become a
stone beacon of their faith.

I went up Warren Road, then turned off to climb up
through the trees that grew over the base of the hill.The going
was soft and the ground networked with roots. On either side
of the path, there were dense clumps of new bracken and the
leafy arches of wild roses.

It was warm.The dreaded moisture sprang under my arms,
and my shoes were soon coated with sandy soil. Halfway up I
stopped, and used a handkerchief to wipe my face and armpits,
but as I continued up the hill, the muscles flexing in my calves,
my chest heaving under my jacket, it was impossible not to 
enjoy the sensation of being free, out of the house, on the
move.

I sprang up the final few feet to the top and paused to 
regain my breath. It was a popular route, and walkers with
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sticks, backpacks and dogs were out enjoying the weather and
exercise.

There was a little time before the service started, so I sat on
the wall and put on my beret. Up here, the shy wild flowers
were free to grow where they wished in pastel groups. Below
was the smooth, confident undulation of the grassland.

I checked the time.Whoever arranged church services did
not consider wives. Either you were godly and attended
matins, or ungodly and produced a proper Sunday lunch.

The congregation in the church was modest, to put it
kindly, but I relished my anonymity and the straightforward,
impeccably Anglican service. So safe, so sensible; so inimical to
wild impulses of passionate, ecstatic fervor.

The vicar bade me a polite “Good morning,” as I left the
church.“So nice to see a fresh face,” he murmured.

I pulled off my beret, and retraced with a light step my
route down the hill. A shoelace had worked loose, and I bent
over to retie it.When I looked up,Alexander Liberty was com-
ing toward me.

I was rooted to the spot.
He was dressed in corduroy pants and a sweater, but no

jacket or tie, and his expression registered surprise and plea-
sure.“Hello, Barbara.”

It was no use denying it. No amount of godliness stifled
the jolt to my senses.“Alexander, what are you doing here?”

He gestured to the walkers.“Same as them. Making use of
a fine Sunday, and this is a well-known spot. I thought I’d take
a look.”

“I hope you got my letter thanking you for the lecture.”
“I did. I’m glad it gave you food for thought.” Now he

looked perfectly tranquil and self-possessed. “Since we have
met, won’t you join me?”
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“Where to?”
“Does it matter? Newlands Corner.We could have lunch

somewhere.”
“I put my money into the collection.”
Alexander searched his pockets. “I don’t have enough ei-

ther. Never mind.We can do without lunch.”
“I should get home.”
“Should you?”
But he stood on the path that led home, blocking it, and

said,“Come with me instead.”
So I did.
He led the way along the path.We walked in rhythm, quite

fast, and we did not say much.After a while, the sun came out,
and I was forced to take off my jacket, conscious that my
blouse was clinging to my skin. Alexander took off his sweater
and rolled up his shirtsleeves.We skirted the brow of the ridge,
and plunged down a path until we reached a bench, positioned
to take advantage of the view.

I sank down on it.Alexander remained standing, shaded his
eyes, and observed the scene below.“Did you finish the book
on Freud?”

“Not quite.” Sweat beaded my top lip, and I shifted out of
the sun. I felt hot and awkward in my too heavy skirt and
blouse. “I don’t understand a lot of what he says, and some
things . . . some things are so personal that they’re difficult to
read. But I wanted to ask you, how much do you agree with
him?”

Alexander sat down beside me. Flushed from the exercise,
glossy with health and youth, his beauty struck through me.
He turned his head and looked at me.Then, he smiled, but the
smile was undercut with a warmth that I recognized, and I
caught my lip between my teeth.
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Again I asked,“Do you believe in them?”
“I don’t know,” he replied simply. “That’s what I’m trying

to find out. I don’t know enough yet. I have a long, hard ap-
prenticeship ahead, and I hope I make it through.” He hunched
over and rested his elbows on his knees. “Freud and his col-
leagues have made us question the old assumptions, and I be-
lieve that’s right.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I stole glances at his profile
that was so like the statue I had seen in the museum all those
years ago, drank in the sheen of his skin, and groped toward
coherent thought.“Won’t that result in chaos?”

He looked thoughtful. “Rules are useful. But why are they
there?”

“You’ve got your whole life to ask those questions,” I said.
“I wish I had. I wish I had time to learn.”

“But you have learned.And there is time.”
There was a silence, but it was not the comfortable one of

old friends who knew too much of each other to need to talk.
Not a Bunty-Barbara silence.

I broke it by saying,“This is a peculiar conversation.”
“Do you really mean,‘This is a peculiar situation?’ ”
There it was again:Alexander’s ability to catch some of my

thoughts caught me off base.
He shifted to face me.“Let’s play a game.”
“Don’t look so fierce,” I protested, laughing.
“Speaking of rules.”
“Which ones in particular?” A remnant of caution made

me add,“Shouldn’t you stop there?”
I took a deep breath. The moment was charged with

dreamlike tension and my astonishment. Any second now,
everything would return to normal. I would wipe my upper
lip, touch the hair behind my ears to check it was in place, and
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I would sit on the bench and continue to discuss the view
with a pleasant acquaintance.

Alexander shifted. His eyes widened with the effort of
marshaling—nerve? Courage? Playfulness? “Barbara, if I were
to break the rules, I would ask if I could become your lover.”
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Chapter 13: Barbara

“Are you shocked?”
The breath had fled from my chest.“In theory . . . a little.”
“But in practice?”
I was about to be angry (with myself as well as him) be-

cause the question has altered everything until I noticed that
Alexander was shaking. “Don’t,” I said impulsively. “There is
no need.”

He reached out and placed his hand on my shoulder, and
his fingers cradled the curve of its bone. “I wanted to ask the
question. I had to ask it. Because . . .”

Our eyes locked.“Because?”
He looked away. “Because of this . . .” He removed the

hand from my shoulder and touched my cheek, with the light-
est of caresses.“Because it is so soft and unmarked.And this . . .”
His finger brushed my collar bone, “. . . and this . . .” He
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twisted my hair between his fingers. “Because I want to tuck
this strand of hair behind your ear.”

“But we are strangers.”
“Not really,” he contradicted.“We know a little about each

other. Enough anyway.” He leaned toward me, and I felt his
warmth.“I know the important things about you.That you are
loving, and you do what you do well, wonderfully well. Am I
right if I say that this is a time of your life when you want to
think about different things? Tell me.” He snatched up my
hand.“Or should I stop?”

Suddenly, I was filled with an incredible sense of freedom,
almost unbearably so. I was here, in the sunshine and breeze,
smelling spring, and so was Alexander, and I could think of, con-
sider, nothing else.

I said his name aloud. “Alexander.” Trying it out on my
tongue, overwhelmed by the strangeness of it.

He hovered over me, and the minute passed, each second
dropping slow and sweet while each of us took stock.

I pulled myself together.“As you said though, this is only a
theoretical question.”

“Yes.”
“It was just an example of questioning the rules,” I said.

“Now we shall forget it.”
He was not pretending I was irresistible, or magnetically

beautiful, and I liked the simplicity of that approach. It was
honest.Anyway, at a previous meeting Alexander had confided
something far more seductive. He had told me I was interesting.

“It was a lovely and flattering theoretical question,Alexan-
der, and I thank you for asking it, but it’s not possible.”

“Anything’s possible. It’s whether you want to do some-
thing or not—oh, go on holiday, move house, whatever you
care to think of. But I understand, Barbara, and if you want me
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to go, I will. All the same,” he leaned toward me, “I think
you’re a . . . remarkable woman.”

“You’ve made a mistake. I’m a conventional woman. I like
a conventional life. Look at me.” I spread out my hands, with
my wedding and engagement rings.“Nothing special at all.”

“I don’t agree.”
“How can I?” I whispered. “I can’t do anything to hurt

Ryder.”
“I’ve no answer to that.”
I put a distance between us on the bench. “Forgive me,

Alexander . . . I know you study human behavior, but I don’t
think you know . . . I don’t think you have much experience
in this area.” I looked away.“Am I right?”

He sighed. “Brothels are horrible places, and the average
English maiden is pretty impregnable.Yes, you’re right.”

His rather stumbling confession altered the balance. With
respect to this subject, I knew more than him.

“I couldn’t do that to Ryder, even if . . . even if I wished to
progress beyond theory.”

“Of course,” he said,“I understand—”
But I didn’t think he did and cut him off.“You don’t know

how I’ve lived my life. It’s been happy and peaceful, and I’m
lucky.”

This was a cue for Alexander to get to his feet and retrieve
the situation. He took it. “I’m very sorry.Will you accept the
apology?”

I pleated my skirt between fingers that would not quite
obey me.“There’s nothing to be sorry for. How could I be of-
fended by such a lovely compliment? In many ways, it made
me feel a lot better about myself. But I couldn’t have secrets
from Ryder.”

Alexander squinted toward a clump of trees farther along
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the path. “We all have secrets, and we should be permitted
them without guilt and worry, if that’s what we want, other-
wise they drive you mad.” He shrugged. “Or that’s where the
psychiatrist comes in.We’ll die from exposure unless we can be
private in ourselves.”

“But not . . . this,” I said.
Again he smiled at me, and it seemed that he was reaching

out—in need, in passion, in a kind of love.
“Is sexual fidelity the same as fidelity? The body is different

from the intimacy of the mind.That’s the theory, anyway.”
It struck me as delightfully funny.“That’s one way of look-

ing at adultery.”
“Don’t tease, Barbara. Please.”
“All right.”
I rose to my feet and we retraced our steps along the chalky,

flinty path with the green landscape glinting below.
Alexander rolled down his shirtsleeves and buttoned the

cuffs and the smooth flesh of his forearms disappeared. He
said, conversationally, “Freud argues that sexual satisfaction is
the key to happiness and emotional balance.” Daringly, because
I did not trust myself, I laid my hand on his arm.“Alexander,
you should find someone your own age. You should find
someone to marry.”

“That’s the crazy aspect.You shouldn’t marry the first per-
son you can persuade.” His laugh was rueful and a touch
wicked. “Harry and I spent an inordinate amount of time at
college trying to entice girls into our beds. It was a nightmare.
You thought things were progressing swimmingly, and then
the iron shutter clamped down—just about the region of the
waist.”

The earth was soft underfoot, and slippery. Higher up on
the bank, the primroses were blooming. “Even so, you should
find someone your own age.”
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Alexander stopped, and I slithered to a halt. “Barbara, I
don’t want a girl. I want you.”

The temptation to draw close, to touch his neck, his
cheek, trace their shape, was almost overpowering.

I stood with my hands held tightly by my sides, while
Alexander wooed me with what he thought I would like to
hear. “I can lend you lots of books . . . and we can talk about
things too.”

How did I get home? I don’t know. I think I flew, and arrived
breathless with a growling stomach.

I prowled the house. I flung myself into a chair and up
again. I took the newspaper into the conservatory, but it was
too hot in there to read. I flitted through the garden, noting
the fresh green of the new leaves and the earth piled above
Herr Schlinker’s dug trenches.

Unable to settle, unable to eat, I went to bed early and
tried to read a novel, but that was useless, too. In the middle 
of the night, I woke with a raging thirst, shrugged on my
bathrobe, and walked down the passage. I came to a halt by the
nursery door.

How often had I stood there in the past, straining for the
reassurance of my children’s breathing? More often than I
could count. My senses heightened and troubled, I peered
back down the funnel of those years to the shade of my former
self—a protective maternal presence, perpetually watching and
waiting.

In the kitchen, I filled a glass with cold water and drank it.
The fumes from the Rayburn made my eyes prick in the
gloom. I drank a second glass, hoping to cool the fever raging
inside me.

Of course, I could say to Ryder in a worldly fashion,“The
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time has come for a change. I have never inquired into your
absences, nor would I dream of doing so.This . . . this would
be nothing serious, a little diversion, and I promise to handle it
beautifully.” But it did not ring true. There was no reason to
suspect Ryder of anything, and I was doing him a double
wrong in thinking so.

I crept back upstairs. By the nursery door, the white, ma-
ternal shade glimmered, but with every passing second, it grew
dimmer.

A couple of days later, Ryder arrived home from his trip.
“Present,” he said, and deposited a raffia box decorated with
cowrie shells in my lap.“Cowries are used as currency in some
parts of Nigeria. I thought you could keep your hairpins in it,
Barbara. Or your lipsticks.”

The box was round and compact, solidly made. I thanked
him, and wondered who had patted, braided, and fashioned it,
and if they had wondered in turn to whom it might eventually
belong.

I held it up.“I like it very much.”
Over a supper of beef and carrots, I asked Ryder what they

ate in Nigeria. Our voices made a little echo in the dining room.
“Depends where you are,” he answered. “But there is

something called groundnut stew. And goat stew.They ball up
rice with their fingers and dip it into it. It’s quite an art.”

I looked down at the silver knives and forks Ryder and I
were wielding.“I must try to imagine.”

Later, as he tackled baked custard and rhubarb, Ryder said,
“I was thinking we should organize Teignmouth.”

I manipulated a lump in the custard to the side of my plate.
“Why don’t we go somewhere else for a change?”
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He looked startled.“Whatever for?”
“I’ve never been abroad, and I’d like to go somewhere dif-

ferent.” Ryder was frowning, but not repressively so. “To be
honest, I’m rather tired of the same old place, year after year.”

“I had no idea.”
I had never much cared for rhubarb and abandoned it.

“With the children gone, we have an opportunity to explore.
We should use it to look around, particularly if you’re thinking
about setting up a travel business. I’d love to go to France or
Italy.We could take the car and drive wherever we wanted.”

“It would be expensive but not impossible.” Ryder was 
being perfectly reasonable and thoughtful. “Bit of an effort,
though.”

“Ryder, I’ve never been out of the country. Isn’t it about
time?” I observed his reaction carefully. Studying my husband
in a detached and analytical manner was new and rather ex-
hilarating. I had fallen into the habit of believing that I was al-
ways thinking about Ryder but, in truth, I had been doing no
such thing.

He sighed, pushed away his half-eaten rhubarb and custard—
it was not Mrs. Storr’s finest hour. “Are you warning me that
we’re getting stuck in our ways?”

“Yes . . . a little.”
“Is my wife telling me I’m useless? Or out of date?”
“No, nothing like that. Just that I’m in want of a little

change.”
Again he sighed, a weary sound, and my conscience was

smitten. He looked up at me and smiled. “Why not? Let me
think about it.”

“While you’re at it,” I threw in,“I’ve seen a very nice table
in McEwan’s Antiques.”

“Table?” Ryder was bewildered.
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I leaned forward and smiled at my husband. “For the
kitchen, darling. Don’t you remember?”

For a second or two, he looked at sea and helpless.Then his
brow cleared. “Barbara!”

I repeated the gist of the exchange at tea with Bunty. She had
greeted me with “Darling, you grow younger every time I see
you,” and led me into her fussy living room.“How do I look?”
she asked.“New dress.”

It was a shirtwaist with a pencil skirt and wide belt. Her
hair was freshly permed, and she had made herself up carefully
with foundation and red lipstick, but I was concerned to see
that she had lost weight and was coughing more than usual.
“Smart.”

“That was the idea.”
Over my teacup, I observed Bunty, who was fiddling with

the china on the tray, rearranging the sugar bowl and milk 
jug. How long had I known her? Twenty years? A little more.
I watched the restless fingers and wondered if I had ever
thought about Bunty properly either. “Are we becoming
dull?” I asked her.

“Seconds?” She waved the teapot at me, and I shook my
head. “Perhaps a little, but safe, thank God.Think of the war.
No, don’t think of the war.” She shuddered theatrically. “The
idea of going through that again with young children! If we’d
been single and able to have a good time, it might have been
different.”

“I suppose the war has made us unadventurous.”
“Oh, stop it, Barbara,” Bunty said impatiently. “I think we

have to take what we get.And be thankful we have a roof over
our heads and food on the table.” She got up and extracted a
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cigarette from the shagreen box on the table. She lit it and
emptied the full ashtray into the fireplace. “Barbara . . . you’re
not going through the change early or anything?”

“No, no,” I said hastily, glad that her back was turned. I
changed the subject.“Tell me about the girls.”

“The girls.” Bunty straightened up, and the bumps of her
spine were visible under her dress.“Daughters . . .” She took a
thoughtful drag on the cigarette. “They’re different from you
and me at that age. Or me, at any rate. I certainly don’t under-
stand them anymore.”

“Has anything happened?”
“Sylvia spends most of her time in the coffee bar and Mary

says she’s in love with Elvis Presley.”
“Not so very different.”
“Ah, but you’re wrong.They’re different up here.” Smoke

wreathed Bunty’s permed head as she tapped her forehead im-
patiently.

In October 1941, wrapped in a coat and scarf, I stood at the
end of the garden of the rented house on the edge of the 
airfield, straining up into the sky. It was evening, the tempera-
ture was brisk, and the squadron had scrambled over three
hours ago.

Like the other wives uncomfortably encamped in lodgings
close by, I was waiting for the boys to return. But since the
bombing of the airfield, the women had been asked not to
come up to collect the men.

Earlier in the morning, there had been a dogfight to the
east. Judy Budwell and I had walked the children, and listened
to the roar of the Spitfires, the judder of guns, and watched a
pall of smoke billow and spread flatly across the sky.
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Judy told me a trick about mending stockings. I said I’d
give her a recipe for blackberry jam, and each of us laughed
hollowly because there was no sugar for jam-making. She asked
me a question about diapers. I asked her where her family lived.

Neither of us asked the important questions. Which of
them would be stumbling home with holes ripped in the fuse-
lage and the telltale lurch of a wounded aircraft? Would one be
missing this time? Ted? Bob?

Ryder?
Judy came out into the garden. She was pale and anxious,

still weak from having had her baby.“Tea?”
“Why not?”
We had agreed to sit this one out together, and we went

inside where I slapped on the kettle and wrestled with the gas
ring. Upstairs in the bedrooms, our children were sleeping.

Each morning, I got up and reminded myself that my duty
was to be normal. Utterly, utterly normal.That was what Ry-
der needed. Normality meant a meal, a bath (such scrimping
and planning for hot water), freshly laundered clothes, and a
waiting wife.

I smiled at Judy, who was perched by the window, trying
not to look out. Neither of us would ever admit what an effort
it was to keep things going.We hid our chapped hands, joked
as we queued endlessly in the shops, and hitched in our belts as
the rations got thinner.

Nothing to it. Piece of cake.
Instead, I stored up the mundane to tell Ryder, to remind

him of life on earth.The butcher had been caught selling meat
illicitly, there had been a burglary in the pub, someone had
stolen some parachute silk, and Nellie and Elsie Mottram were
reported to be wearing silk French knickers.

It was important for our husbands to be sent back to the
airfield sated with normality.
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“Barbara,” Judy had risen to her feet, a figure quivering
with tension,“I think I hear them.”

I switched off the gas, and we ran back into the garden to
gaze up into an opaline sky.The planes roared and dipped over
us, dropping like graceful but angry birds over the airfield.

One, two, three . . . Five planes to a flight, so two were
missing so far. Maybe they had run out of fuel. Maybe they
had baled out over the sea.

Judy went even paler.“I must go home,” she said.“I have to
be there.”

She ran inside the house and scooped up David, her baby
son, and carried the protesting child into the house on the
other side of the street.

Judy’s instincts were the right ones. At times like these it
was better to be alone.

I wandered through the house, patting a cushion here,
flicking at dust there. Sometimes, after going back for a spell of
duty, Ryder wrote to me as he and the boys waited in the dis-
persal huts.

He had said how beautiful it was up there.
In one letter he had written:“You know there are no sec-

ond chances. I worry that my instruments are unreliable, and I
worry I don’t have the courage to fly toward a pack of 109s.
I worry that, if the time comes, I won’t die bravely . . .”

There was the sound of a car drawing up outside the
house, the slam of the door, a merry, beery exchange, and foot-
steps were coming up the path. “Barbara!” Ryder surged into
the house, bringing with him the smell of aircraft fuel, sweat,
and survival.

I ran into his arms. “Thank God.” Not this time. “Let me
check you over.Are you hurt?”

“Just a scratch where I banged my head on the cowling.”
He captured my hands and hooked my arms behind my back,
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standing so close to me that I felt every line of his body.“Not
so bad this one. One kill. One probable.” He kissed my lips,
and I tasted beer.“Put your best dress on. Bit of a party in the
mess.The flight sergeant’s wife has offered to babysit.”

I flew upstairs and put on my evening dress, black with a
sweetheart neckline, and filled in my mouth with my hoarded
lipstick. It was part of my business to look good, to chat to the
younger pilots who needed reassurance and a bit of mothering,
to laugh and joke.

The mess room was crowded and smoky. Almost immedi-
ately Ryder was drawn into a group where an animated dis-
cussion went on as to how many pints of beer they could
down. Having surveyed the figures at the bar for any lost souls,
I scooped up Bill Droitwich, only eighteen years old, and
clucked over him. He seemed rattled and anxious, but after a
while settled down and discussed eagerly what he saw as the
advantages of the Hurricane over the Spitfire. “The Hurri-
cane’s a flying gun platform,” he said.“Better than the Spit.”

“Careful,” I said, looking around.“You’ll be lynched.”
No one mentioned that Dickie Rose, twenty years old,

had bought it. It had been his third flight.
Best not. Unwritten rules.
A roar went up from the group around Ryder. I set my

face in a permanent smile and ignored the aching muscles.
Sometimes I was reminded of the story of the Little Match
Girl who pressed her nose to the pane of glass and looked in at
a scene of happiness and warmth, while her feet froze on the
pavement.That was how I felt when Ryder stepped out of the
house and into his life in the mess, in the sky, in battle.Then he
was entirely separate and disconnected, and there was no possi-
bility for me of sharing it with him.

I had always imagined that jealousy is necessarily felt about
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someone. But it isn’t.The truth was that the painful, unsettled,
unworthy feelings that I experienced were directed against the
cozy camaraderie—the jokes, the slang, the togetherness, the
shared but silent mourning for the deaths of those . . . boys—
in which I had no place.

I chatted away and was rewarded by Bill Droitwich’s
beaming face.Yet every so often I glanced up or looked around
and sought out Ryder.There he was: propped loosely against
the bar, with a lash of iodine on the cut just below his hairline,
in the act of lighting a cigarette, listening to Jack or Bob, and I
would feel the deep burn of possession and love.

The success of my campaign to go abroad took me by surprise.
“Barbara . . . are you awake?” Ryder slid closer to me 

in bed.
A second or two elapsed.“Yes.”
He placed a hand on my thigh.“Sufficiently awake?”
Another, slightly longer pause.“Yes.”
I anticipated Ryder making his customary moves and ask-

ing the customary things of my body, but he surprised me. He
slipped an arm under my head, and nestled it on his shoulder.
“Comfortable?”

“Very,” I murmured.
“You’re right about Teignmouth.We should go somewhere

else. You got me thinking. We should take stock and make
plans.”

I had anticipated him being calmly obstinate, charming in
his refusal, but implacable, so his capitulation took a moment
to absorb.

The evening had been unremarkable. Ryder had listened
to the radio, and I read without digesting anything. Only once
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before in my life, when I first met Ryder, had I felt so fevered,
so alive, so . . . And this was both odd and different. I pushed
my hair behind my ears . . . pricked and teased by an image of
Alexander bending over me. I would ask if I could become your
lover.

After the news, Ryder had got up, poured himself a
whiskey, and taken up the crossword.Together, we had worked
at the clues, swapping guesses. I went over to his chair and
leaned over it. Once I snatched the pen from him, and he said,
“Steady on, Babs.”

Now, he said, “The world is opening up, Barbara. Soon a
lot more people will be flying.”

He talked about the development of the jet engine, the
need for more and bigger airports, daily schedules, the grow-
ing market for more pilots, air traffic controllers, and baggage
handlers. “It’s wide open, Babs, and I’m not too old to take 
advantage of it.”

He pulled the pillows around him as he liked them. “So,
what do you think? Not so stick-in-the-mud?”

“It’s fascinating,” I replied. “But it’s going to be a much
noisier world.”

“How like a woman to think of that.”
“How like me to think of that.”
“How like you, Barbara.”
I reached over and touched his cheek.“Go to sleep, Ryder,

otherwise it will affect your flying.”
I thought he had fallen asleep until I heard him mumble,

“Do you think about the old days at all?”
“From time to time.”
“I do,” he admitted, and I had an idea that he found it

painful to say so.
“There’s no need anymore.”
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“No,” he said. “But I need to know that you haven’t for-
gotten them.”

I thought of all we had been through together. “No
chance.”

“Good,” he said, and was asleep.
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Chapter 14: Barbara

Amy and I were in the kitchen, hulling a crop of strawber-
ries that, by coaxing and admonishing, Herr Schlinker had
brought to triumphant fruition. I worked quickly and more 
or less neatly, and chose the moment to tell Amy my news.
“I’m going to work one day a week in the almoner’s office at
St. Bede’s.”

I swept up a pile of stalks and dropped them into the
garbage. If I had expected a response, I did not get it. I looked
around. Amy was pulling at the fruit, roughly and without
care, seemingly absorbed in the destruction she was wreaking
and fascinated by it.“Are you angry about something,Amy?”

That provoked her into saying furiously,“I see. It’s all right
for you to have a job now.”

“Yes, your father’s fine about it.”
“It suits you now, doesn’t it, Mother? Didn’t suit you so

well when I was growing up and thinking about my future.”

106/Q-47A08783-094 LONG CGI Contact: Michael Miller

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 186



“I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about. There 
was no question of me getting a job while I was looking after
you two.”

She shook her head.“I’m not talking about you. I’m talk-
ing about me.You never helped me.You never stuck up for me
with Daddy. Daddy can’t help what he is,” she added, in a kind
of maternal way that was both endearing and funny—only it
wasn’t, for I was not included in her mercy.“I don’t blame him
but I always thought, I always hoped, you’d be sympathetic.”

That stung.“Amy, when your father and I made our deci-
sions, we thought that Roy would have to provide for a future
family . . . and you would be provided for by a husband.”

Amy dismembered yet another strawberry and threw it
onto the pile. “Whenever I hear that sort of argument, I want
to commit murder. Didn’t you think about the unfairness?
Hadn’t you spotted that times have changed?”

I sat down heavily on a hard chair. “Of course times have
changed.”

“That’s not an answer.” Amy pushed back her hair with a
stained hand.“You didn’t consider that I’d love to learn all the
things my brother learned about instead of being fobbed off
with needlework. Did it never occur to you that I might like
to know about all those, too, and not feel so stupid all the
time?”

It was piteously spoken—an admission of self-doubt 
and . . . despair.“Is that why you’re so angry? Because you feel
stupid?”

“Oh, I don’t know, Mother.That’s the point, I don’t know.
And that does make me feel stupid.”

She attacked another strawberry, and I winced at the waste.
“If you can’t do it properly, please don’t do it.”

“Fine.” She stepped back immediately.
I assessed the mangled fruit and supposed I could make a
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strawberry fool instead of the flan I had planned. Amy swung
away from the table and wiped her hands on her apron.

“Darling, I’ll have to wash that now.”
She sent me a look bordering on contempt.“I’ll do it, if it’s

a problem.”
“Amy, could we be friends and not at each other’s

throats?” Clumsily, I reached out to hug my puzzling, difficult
daughter.

Amy avoided the contact. “You always do that when 
you can’t think of anything sensible to say. But it won’t do 
anymore.”

The threat of tears lay behind Amy’s mutinous eyes and my
own hurt was forgotten in a rush of pity. It was impossible to
forget those feelings—baffled, raw, and impotent. I know, be-
cause I had experienced them too.That was before Ryder had
materialized, as it were, out of the sun, in a dazzle of light and
promise, scooped up the unfinished, terrified eighteen-year-
old, and carried her away to begin a proper life.

“All right,Amy.What can I do?”
She turned a countenance on me so filled with rage and

dislike that I found myself swallowing hard. But I summoned
my wits and any wisdom I possessed. “Amy, it doesn’t do any
good to look like that. It isn’t helping me to understand you.”

“How should I look, Mother? Like Roy’s Victoria, all eager
to please?”

“No,” I said involuntarily.“Not like Victoria.”
We exchanged a reluctant grin. “All right, we agree. Not

like Victoria.”
Breathing easier with this slight chink in the wall, I fetched

a bowl of cream from the fridge. “Is Mrs.Trant looking after
you, and are you eating properly?”

Instantly the chink closed. “Mrs. Trant is a stupid, nosy
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woman,” Amy almost spat the words, “who doesn’t have
enough to do.You know the type.The world is full of women
who have never had enough to occupy their minds, so they
make mischief and bully others.”

The implication was that I belonged in that category.
“Amy . . .” I began to whip the cream and prayed for calm

and sense as it thickened and draped itself around the bowl.
When I was nursing Amy, I had held her plump little body
close and dreamed that she would grow up and we would 
be just like that. Two crossed fingers. “Mummy, what do you
think . . .” she would say, asking advice about clothes, boy-
friends, how to do her hair. And I would reply,“Let’s do this,”
or “Let’s try that,” and revel in our closed, conspiratorial inti-
macy. It should have been effortless, automatic. But it wasn’t. I
had neglected to ask the most basic questions. What do you
mean? What do you want?

I abandoned the whisk and pushed aside the bowl. “Sit
down,Amy.”

Reluctantly, she obeyed. I drew up a chair beside her and
took her hands in mine.“Shall we try to have a proper talk in-
stead of skirting the issues? I want to understand what you
want. I want us to be honest. Shall we abandon the wretched
Mrs.Trant’s lodgings and find somewhere else?”

Hardly a problem solver, but a beginning.
Amy hesitated—a sign that she was considering. I scanned

her face for clues, for the tiniest relaxation of her defenses, for
a remnant of warmth. “What can we talk about? When have
we ever talked?”

“It’s not too late.We can do something.”
But she pulled her hands away.“You still don’t understand.

‘Let’s change Amy’s landlady,’ ” she mimicked my voice, “and,
poof, everything will be fine. But it’s too late. You’ve done 
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your best to make me into you, and here I am. Hope you’re
pleased.”

There was a streak of strawberry pulp on her face where
she had rubbed at it, and her fringe had grown too long. I said
urgently,“I wanted the best for you, to give you a good home,
and later on you would marry and have a family.That’s where
your energies and training will go. It has to be done well. It’s
not easy.”

“Mother. So wrapped up in this house that you can’t see
anything outside it!” She dug into the pocket of her skirt, pro-
duced a barrette and pinned back the too-long fringe.The ef-
fect was awful.

I tried again: “I understand that this is a difficult stage of
your life, and you’re not quite sure about anything, which is
perfectly natural.”

Amy emitted a tiny, shuddering sigh.“Easy to say.”
Oh,Amy,Amy.
Hunched miserably on that kitchen chair, she seemed so

young, and youth was a mixture of vulnerability and promise.
Was it possible that I could have spoiled that promise? And was
it suffering that clouded her clear skin and imprinted lines on
her forehead? Or just bad diet and fatigue? I reached out and
smoothed away the frown with my thumb. For a second, she
permitted me the gesture. For a second, she was the baby who
had nuzzled and clung to me for hours at a time.

Then she spoiled it. “What you don’t understand is that I
don’t want to be like you. And I’m frightened . . . I’m fright-
ened that that’s precisely what I’ll be.”

We had resolved nothing more when I drove Amy to the
station to catch the evening train.The only positive aspect of
our confrontation in the kitchen was that we had opened up
the subject—just a little.
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I parked in the station yard and gripped the wheel.“What
you’ve told me, Amy, has worried me very much. And I want
to say I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?” She gathered up her shoulder bag and twisted the
strap around her fingers.“At least you listened,” she said, and I
was pathetically grateful for the bone of comfort. “Sometimes
I almost believed that you battled against me for the sake of it.
As if it was something mothers did.Then I thought it was be-
cause you didn’t like me.” She shrugged her shoulders.“I know
I’m not very likeable.”

“That’s not true,Amy. Please believe that.”
She gave me a quick peck on the cheek and terminated

the conversation.“I’ll see you next week.”
I watched her walk across the yard. Her skirt hem was un-

even, and she hadn’t bothered to brush her hair. She looked
lonely and stubborn, and so very unsure.

She disappeared into the station without looking back.
I dropped my head on the wheel and cried.

The next morning in the almoner’s office at St. Bede’s I sur-
veyed my new desk. It had a telephone on it, a couple of thick
directories, and a pile of papers that Miss Raith told me were
mine to tackle.

St. Bede’s was a complex of low buildings situated at the
other end of the city from where we lived; the main flank was
composed of the wards and the outlying ones the administra-
tive offices.The day was clear, the sky blue, and it had been a
relief to step out of the front door and leave behind my accus-
tomed routines.The exercise had cleared my head, and I had
arrived at the hospital feeling better for the physical pleasure of
walking.
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It did not take me five minutes to discover my limitations
and inexperience. This came as a shock since I had run my
own house successfully for many years. In some despair, I
leafed through the piles of papers. Some had been annotated:
“Speak to the health department.” “Take up with BB.” “Check
budget.” Which was all pretty much Greek to me.

“Your first task,” Miss Raith tossed her instructions over
her shoulder,“is to organize Mr. Clarkson’s transport from the
hospital to the convalescent home.”

Miss Raith, the almoner, ran her department with zeal and
an iron purpose. Dressed in a purposeful-looking skirt, blouse,
and lace-up shoes, she took in my green frock and high heels
with an air of disapproval. Her opening gambit had been:“You
won’t be much help to me for a couple of months, if that. I
hope you’re serious about this, and prepared to stay. Otherwise
it’s a waste of my time training you up. I warn you, I’m bound
to be a bit impatient at times, but I take it you can cope with
that?”

I read Mr. Clarkson’s notes. He was a widower, scraping by
on a small pension in a dank basement that did nothing for his
health problems.

“The best we can do is secure him an extended convales-
cence,” Miss Raith said.“Then send him home to die of damp.
At least he’ll have had a little bit of comfort.”

“What should I do?”
She did not pause in the act of checking a line of figures.

“Get on the telephone, of course. Speak to the department re-
sponsible for social security and have some money allocated.”

Three hours later, I put down the telephone, depleted and
exhausted. My negotiating skills were badly wanting, and I was
unused to people who said, “This is not my responsibility. I
can’t help you.”
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“Does anyone ever make a decision?” I asked.
Miss Raith was searching for a document in the filing

cabinet. “Not if they can help it, so you’d better get used to
that too.” She shoved the drawer shut with a clang and turned
around. “Welcome to the real world, Mrs. Beeching.” She
cocked an eyebrow at me.“Willing to continue?”

It was dark in the almoner’s office and cramped, and out-
side the sky had turned an even deeper blue. I glanced through
the window, then dragged my gaze back to Miss Raith. “Of
course.”

I had missed lunch in the staff cafeteria, but I wheedled
something to eat and drink before it closed. I sat at a table by
the window, ate a stale bun, and drank bad coffee.The room
was fuggy with boiled cabbage and cigarette smoke; I watched
it empty. On the counter, the remainder of the buns sat under
a glass dome beside a giant teapot.The cafeteria supervisor ad-
monished a worryingly thin girl to hurry up; she lifted the
heavy teapot and staggered out of sight.

At five-thirty, I walked down the asphalt drive to the road.
Tap-tap, went the heels of my shoes, and I fancied they exuded
a busy, optimistic, professional sound. Then I saw Alexander
waiting by the entrance. He was more formally dressed than
normal in a suit, and his hair was brushed back.

He was puffing nervously at a cigarette. “Oh, good,” he
said, when he saw me.

“How did you know I was here?”
“Mrs. Andrews lets slip a lot of information over the

breakfast table. I wonder if she realizes how much. ‘Barbara’s
first day as a working woman,’ she said this morning. ‘And it
won’t last long.’ ”

I laughed.“I can rely on Bunty for support.”
Alexander stubbed out the cigarette. He was more serious
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than I had ever seen him.“I’ve been thinking about you, Bar-
bara, and you won’t go away. However much I ask you to.
That’s the truth, and I’m not ashamed. So that’s why I’m here.”
His gaze shifted to my collar bone, and rested for a second or
two.“Do you want me to go?” he asked softly.“Just say so and
I will.”

My eyes flew to his. Every nerve in my body pulsed. He
lifted his eyebrows a fraction—a tiny message of what? Invita-
tion? Perhaps appreciation. I experienced the seductive shock
of having to think about it, and of my own response.

If Alexander had remained silent, I would have gone on
my way, a little stirred up, a little flustered, but still essentially
the same. But he had been bold and brave and laid his wishes
before me, and there they were: demanding an answer.

I shook my head.
“I’ll stay, then.”We fell into step and walked down the road

toward the station.“Have you thought about me at all?”he asked.
“I have. I don’t want to, but I have.”
He kept his eyes fixed ahead. “If you only knew how

happy that makes me.”
We moved on. Alexander’s pace was too quick for me, and

he was forced to slow down to let me keep up.We crossed the
bridge over the railway line, and I came to a halt. “I must go
and catch my bus.”

Evening commuters eddied in and out of the station, and
there was already a line at the stop.

“Stay five more minutes,” he begged.
It did not take much persuasion, and we loitered on the

bridge.Wreathed in steam, the evening trains pulled in and out
of the platforms, disgorging men in dark suits and bowler hats.
My bus came and went.

“It’ll be nice tomorrow.” I looked up at the sky.
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“Barbara, do you have a bicycle?”
“No, but Amy has. It’s in the shed.”
“But do you know how to ride a bicycle?”
“Oh, yes. I used to love it, years ago.”
“Then you must tomorrow. It’s a wonderful thing to do on

a summer’s day. Say yes.”
“I’m not sure. I’m busy.”
“Too busy to enjoy a fine day? You’re not allowed to 

say no.”
The doors on the trains clanged open and shut. I watched

a woman shepherd two children across the bridge to the op-
posite platform.

“Say yes.”
“Well . . . yes.”
I waited a long time for the next bus to take me home, and

amused myself by imagining what I must look like to an ob-
server or a passerby. Item: one unremarkable forty-two-year-
old, shifting from foot to foot. But inside that middle-aged
woman, there was springtime: light, joyous, and sun-filled.

The following morning found me peeling hard-boiled eggs;
the shell and inner membrane were being obstinate. Fragments
of the former clung to the latter, and part of the white had
fallen away. I dropped it into the hens’ bowl, then snatched it
back. Hens eating their own eggs smacked of cannibalism.

I took the bread out of the bread box, a green enamel one
that had become chipped in places over the years.The butter
was softening by the side of the Rayburn, and I spread some
on the bread, then the mashed-up egg and slices of cucumber.
I wrapped the whole lot in a square of waxed paper and tied it
with string.
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The announcer on the radio said,“It is estimated in South
Africa that up to fifty thousand black South Africans have ri-
oted in protest against a slum-clearance scheme.The leaders of
the riot were mainly women . . .”

The clock said twelve-fifteen.
Upstairs, I changed into a skirt and short-sleeved blouse,

brushed my hair, and let it hang loose on my shoulders.At the
last minute, I snatched up a scarf and a cardigan and looked
into the mirror. I was not sure who was looking back at me.
The woman was familiar, but not. She should be someone
who did not normally act on impulse, not this creature bal-
anced on the balls of her feet, sharply defined and vivid in the
clear midday light.

Alexander had been right. Cycling on a fine summer’s day was
glorious.The wind rushed through my hair. I teetered, tested
my muscles, clung on for dear life, careened down the hill . . .
all with a sense of perfect release.

Alexander was waiting at the junction of the road to Shal-
ford.When he saw me, he got back on his bicycle, and I fell
into line behind him. The sun stippled my arms, and the air
was soft and fresh, the road well cambered. After three or four
miles, he swung to the left and rode down an overgrown lane.
Eventually, it grew too narrow, and we dismounted.

“Come on, Barbara.”
I was panting. “I’ve never been here before. How can I

have missed it?”
“I discovered it on one of my walks.The path leads down

to the river, and no one seems to know about it.”
He was elated by this, and I laughed as he helped me to

prop up my bicycle, then took over the picnic basket. We
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pushed our way through the brambles and nettles, until the
path opened up at the river where it curved back on itself, cre-
ating an oasis of turf and rushes, fringed by willows and oak. It
was a verdant place, a modest, ignored paradise.

Alexander put down the basket and tested the grass with a
foot.“Don’t think it’s too damp.”

We faced each other. Alexander was tousled and flushed
from the exercise and shining with enjoyment at his clever-
ness.“How was that?” he asked.

“An almost forgotten pleasure, but I’m going to be stiff 
tomorrow.”

“You don’t allow yourself enough pleasure then. If I was
Ryder, I’d take you everywhere. Make you climb mountains
but pamper you, too. Shower you with presents.”

He moved closer, and I took a step back. “I won’t talk
about Ryder.”

Alexander breathed in and out rapidly. “Why are you
here?”

“Friendship. Curiosity. I want to know what you’re think-
ing. Which questions you’re asking.You make me laugh.You
make me feel . . . different.”

Then he kissed me. The sunlight fractured behind my
closed lids, the river murmured, and Alexander smelled of
sweat and heat. His lips moved over mine, and I remembered
Ryder kissing me for the first time. As I surrendered to the
sensation, Ryder and Alexander merged and, for a second or
two, I glimpsed the infinite layers of love and desire.

Somehow Alexander and I were on the ground. “Wait!” I
wanted to cry. But I didn’t.

He fought to get inside the fastening of my blouse, and I had
to help him. He found my breast but, having been so frantic to
reach it, he lost interest and moved on.
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He hitched up my skirt, and the material bunched awk-
wardly between us. “Let me,” he murmured urgently. “Bar-
bara . . . please . . .”

I raised my hips and, again, I helped him. He sank into me
with a brief, almost anguished, cry.

What followed was not graceful, or even subtle, only sensa-
tion: pure and vivid and intense. A root pressed into my back,
my foot slid on the turf,Alexander’s weight on me hurt; so did
his extreme need. But none of that mattered—for what we did
and felt had nothing to do with comparison or skill.

It was over very quickly. He whispered my name, shud-
dered, gave a groan, and his head sank onto my breast. I turned
my head, and a close-up of the grass presented itself to my daz-
zled gaze.An ant was climbing a blade, and a cloud masked the
sun. My throat swelled and tightened with gratitude for being
alive.

I pulled Alexander closer and he murmured, “Sorry. Far
too quick. I meant to do so much better.”

“It doesn’t matter.”
“Really?” He raised himself on an elbow and looked down

at me, anxiously.
“Truly.”
He sat up and adjusted his clothing. My thighs glided

stickily over each other so I cleaned myself up and fastened my
blouse. I reached for my shoes, and Alexander stopped me.
“Has anyone ever told you what beautiful feet you have? So
narrow, so delicate.” He knelt down and ran his finger over the
arch of my foot and up my leg. “I’m going to tell you a hun-
dred times a day. No, a hundred thousand times.”

It was an absurd, but lovely, thing to tell me. Out of 
the corner of my eye, I caught a flash of blue as dragonflies
swooped across the water. Farther up on the opposite bank, a
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moorhen scooted on the water, with drops of water like pearls
running off its back.

My body throbbed, and there was a faint bruise on my arm
where Alexander had grasped it. I felt absurdly, gloriously, al-
most childishly happy.

Alexander undid the sandwiches and sank his teeth into
the egg and cucumber. He looked over to me, eyes alight with
amusement, pleasure, and greed.“I’m hungry.Aren’t you?”

I wheeled Amy’s bicycle around the side of the house to the
shed and let myself in through the back door. I stepped into
the cloakroom with its familiar muddle of coats, and the house
received me back.An ally? A refuge?

I hovered, irresolute, in the hall. I wanted to stay tousled
and smelling of Alexander for as long as I dared. I did not want
to lose any memory of those moments by the river. I wanted
to relive the sun on my arms and the sound of the water. I
wanted to drowse in those moments of illusion and luminous
sensation.

My feet took me upstairs to my bedroom, and I undressed
with hands that shook a little. Discarding my clothes in a heap,
I ran water into the bath.

Shocked by the change in temperature, I scrubbed until
my skin turned pink. I dried myself and put on an entire set of
clean clothes.

The phone was ringing as I returned downstairs.
“Darling, about bridge next week . . .” Bunty rattled on

about dates and arrangements, and I agreed to everything she
suggested. More than once she coughed: a harsh, disagreeable
sound.

“Have you been to the doctor about that cough?” I asked.
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“No, but it’s driving me mad, so I think I must.”
“Do.”
“Barbara,” Bunty lowered her voice, “you don’t sound

quite yourself.”
“Of course I’m myself.”
But I wasn’t.
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Chapter 15: Siena

At seven-fifteen a.m. the phone rang in my office, and I
picked it up. It was Charlie. He had been in such a rush that
morning, he had forgotten the papers outlining his skeleton
argument for the case up next after the Jackie Woodruff trial.
“I want Nancy to take a quick look. I know you’re going to
see the accountant. Could you drop it off ?”

Nancy was a junior working with Charlie, but there was
nothing junior about her ambition and her ability.“Of course,”
I said.

“Sorry about the trouble.”
But I took pleasure in it, an insignificant detour but

charged, somehow, with intimacy and my gratitude to be able
to do something for Charlie.

“Chambers” was too magnificent a term for the scruffy 
office block in Holborn that housed Freedom Watch—the 
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architecture and concrete siding could only be described as a
fine example of Brutalism.

There was a line at the reception desk and I waited.Two of
the clerks were hovering outside their office. I recognized one,
David; he had his back to me.

“Charlie has gone a bit mad on this child murder case,” I
heard him say.“Demanding this, that and the other. Neo-natal
statistics, genetic probabilities—it doesn’t stop.”

I took the stairs two at a time (good for the thigh muscles)
with an uneasy heart. The way they had been talking about
Charlie made me angry, and I wanted to turn, run back down
the stairs, and say: How dare you criticize him, the best man you
have.

Then I thought: Perhaps he is becoming too involved in
this case?

I caught him in the middle of typing a document on a
grubby computer terminal. The room was a mess—papers,
boxes, books strewn in abandon—and stuffy.

Charlie looked up at my entrance, pale and focused.
“Thanks, darling.”

I dropped the folder on his desk. “Charlie, promise me
you’re not overdoing this one. Overcooking it.”

He smiled gently.“Like you don’t?”
I placed my hands on the desk and leaned toward him.“If I

get too obsessed, I make mistakes.”
“I can’t legislate against making mistakes. But point taken.

Don’t worry, I’m in control.” His eyes slid toward the screen
and cut me off.“Thanks, darling. See you tonight.”

On my way out, Nancy—tall, blond, slender—passed me,
clutching a large pile of papers. She looked serious and respon-
sible. She stopped briefly, searched for a greeting and produced
the one she thought would suit me.“Nice jacket,” she said.

For some reason I found myself frowning.
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• • •

Johnny (accountant, top-flight, expensive, suits custom-made)
wore the plus-signs look on his face. Until recently, this had
not often featured in our discussions and I took heart.

I had arrived at his expensive offices in Mayfair for my ap-
pointment, to find him working away on my figures.“We’ll be
making you into a limited company if we continue to sail with
this wind.You’re nearly there.”

“How nearly? Ish?”
He glanced down at the balance sheets.“A couple of years

should do it. Meanwhile, my projections are for a healthy cash
flow.”

My smile encompassed a ripe and (excuse me) rich appre-
ciation of this achievement.

Johnny and I now embarked on some pleasing calcula-
tions.“I think we should go this way,” he said, more than once.
Of course, the prospect of extra fees pleased him, but I think
he took pride also from the way my once tiny enterprise had
built up.

“Johnny,” I was careful how I put it,“if the figures are cor-
rect, I’m earning quite a lot more than Charlie.”

He looked up at me.“Yup.”
“Ah.”
“Lucky Charlie, that’s what I say.” Johnny clicked out of

my file.“I take it there’s no problem?”
“No. No, of course not. Charlie’s fine about it. It allows

him to do his legal-aid work, and I want him to be able to do
that.”

Johnny and I wrapped up our discussion with a résumé on
saving plans, pension tactics, and tax, then bade each other a
warm good-bye.

Back in the street, my cell phone rang.“Thank God!” said
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Manda. “I need to talk to someone normal. Everyone in the
office is either deluded or vicious with ambition, and Dick was
away all weekend and I thought I’d go mad.”

I talked into the phone as I headed toward a coffee shop
and, using sign language, ordered a large cappuccino. Manda’s
outpourings streamed seamlessly into my ear. Children. Work.
Au pairs. Children. Impossible to sleep, to think, to get thin (too
tired). Lice. Children.

“You’re a darling,” she said eventually. “It’s all absolutely
fine, but I needed an outlet for five minutes. I’m sorry it’s al-
ways you. I’ll do the same for you one day.”

For once, Manda’s ongoing drama left me a little impa-
tient.“You chose to have the delicious Het and Patrick.”

“True,” she admitted, with a catch in her voice, then
added, infuriatingly,“I know it doesn’t sound like it but it was
the best thing I ever did, snotty little horrors.”

I should have been taking up Manda’s offer to help me
broker a decision. Manda, please, help me to decide. Convince
me my fears and anxieties are stupid, selfish.

“So what are you doing, Siena?”
“Just been to see Johnny, and he tells me all’s well, money-

wise, and I’m feeling bullish and much more secure.”
“Yes,” she said, working furiously as always on the negative

bypass.“It’s brilliant.”
“Money is the power base.”
“Well, my power base, darling Siena, is taking a raincheck,

but you wait.When the children are older, watch me.”
I dropped my phone back into my bag—a delightful Lulu

Guinness number—and glanced at my watch. Technically, I
should have been making tracks for home to work on the first
draft for Caesar Books.

Coffee. Time. Expensive bag. Freedom of mind. Business shap-
ing up.
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Nice.
I watched the traffic swirl around Berkeley Square, and the

newsagent on the corner had slotted a poster with the latest
headlines on his stand. “Ten Million Divorce Settlement for
Film Star.”

How fortunate I was. I could sit here and appreciate the
extravagance and richness of my city. For as long as I thought
fit, I was at liberty to loiter in a coffee bar, sniffing the aroma
and reading a copy of Vogue.

Oh, Charlie.
Ingrid would be proud of me.

That weekend, Charlie did not come home—in a manner of
speaking.Yes, he slept in our bed at night but got up at dawn
to go into the office and did not return until late at night.
“Sorry about that, but you understand,” he said.“I have to have
everything absolutely worked out and checked.”

The case began on Tuesday, and I slipped with a huddle of
other spectators into court number three at Blackfriars Crown
Court. Hoping Charlie would not see me, I made for the 
back row.

The courtroom was a modern one: expensive wood panel-
ing, comfortable seats, and microphones in all the right places.
The colors were light and pleasing, and yet it exuded an in-
exorability. I congratulated whoever had been in charge of the
decoration for bringing off such a balancing trick.

My gaze flew to Charlie, who was conferring with his ju-
nior. His gown had slipped over his shoulder, and his wig was
slightly askew.

Put it straight! I sent him the telepathic message. He must
have heard, because he tugged at his gown and settled his wig.

Jackie, the defendant, already sat in the dock, flanked by a
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couple of women in prison officers’ uniforms. Pretty, slight,
and desperately pale, she looked as though she had not eaten a
good meal for months. She was wearing a short skirt (wrong,
wrong: too short) and a boat-necked black sweater, but Charlie
was right. She looked like the last woman in the world to kill
her baby.

The judge arrived, addressed some words to counsel on a
point of law, and the jury was ushered in. I saw Charlie ap-
praise them minutely and knew he would be pleased that five
were women.

Jackie Woodruff gave them a brief glance, as if they were of
only passing interest, then stared ahead. Her expression was the
most chilling I had ever seen, because it was devoid of sen-
tience and emotion. It said:There is nothing you can do to me
that has not already been done.

Charlie’s notes and document bundle lay on the lectern.As
always, they were marked with different-colored Post-its—
medical evidence, witness testimony, expert testimony, etc.
Due process of law, designed to clarify and explain the mess
and muddle into which humans got themselves.

The indictment was read out. Robin Banstead, the prose-
cuting attorney, rose to his feet—a veteran, Charlie had said,
and bloody too fond of himself and the claret (in no particular
order). We listened to the circumstances, the injuries to the
baby, the scene of death, the defendant’s reaction.There would
be evidence, he said, to suggest that Jackie Woodruff had been
unhappy at the prospect of becoming a mother, and this was
documented. He told us that she had had a difficult birth and
that details would be given. Having fleshed out the back-
ground more fully, he read out a list of the baby’s bruises,
and one of the women in the jury covered her face with her
hands.
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Just then Charlie looked up and saw me. Not so much by a
hint did he betray he knew me.

Then he got to his feet, tall and authoritative in his robes,
the disobedient hair masked by the wig. Jackie Woodruff was a
loving mother, he began, who had a supportive husband.The
baby had been wanted, but the birth had indeed been difficult,
and Jackie’s convalescence had taken longer than average; we
would be given a detailed report by the midwife. There was
not a shred of evidence, he said, to suggest that Jackie had har-
bored murderous thoughts or regretted her motherhood, but it
was hardly surprising that, after a delivery that included an
emergency dash to the operating room, a blood transfusion,
and a subsequent infection of the wound, she felt weak.
“Which mother among those here,” he asked, turning to the
jury,“would not feel daunted after such an experience?” Char-
lie paused. “You might say that it was a perfectly natural 
reaction to feel beleaguered and not entirely in control, par-
ticularly since the baby was not a good sleeper.Those of you
who are parents will perhaps remember what a shock to the
system it is to have a new baby in the house, however longed
for. What would you have felt when, after a slow recovery
when life is beginning to feel normal again, you go upstairs to
your baby’s room and discover that between the hours of two-
thirty, when you had put him down to sleep, and three-fifteen,
when you went to check him, he has died? It is unimaginable.
So, too, is the subsequent scenario in which, rather than be-
ing taken in and cared for, given help and succor to struggle
through the days and weeks, you are accused of being the per-
son who brought about this devastating event.”

In the dock, Jackie Woodruff listened and lost the battle
against feeling, for she trembled visibly. A woman prison offi-
cer took pity and handed her a glass of water. But Charlie
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drove on, riding over the horror and anguish—an advocate
whose mastery commanded you to believe his version of what
had happened.

“This was a longed-for baby,” he said. “And we have evi-
dence to support this.” He turned his head, and his gaze rested
briefly on me.Then he turned back to the jury.

Charlie’s voice soared and swooped—a persuasive and
passionate mediator for due process. I wanted to cry at the
boldness and bravery of his endeavor in putting the world
right.

The following Sunday morning I took charge. The day had
dawned so sunny and inviting that I ordered,“Up.We’re going
walking.”

“Fine,” he said, so we got into the car and drove out to
Henley.

“Why were you in court?” Charlie asked finally, as he laced
up his hiking boots.

“I wanted to see you.”
“And?”
“I did see you.”
We digested this exchange as we climbed the hill and

hugged the ridge for five or so miles. It was easy walking, un-
demanding and rhythmic.

Charlie stopped to consult the map. On our right in a field
was a pig farm, and the sows were taking advantage of the
weather to wallow in the mud by the trough, their exposed
pink udders shuddering with the movement of their large
bodies.

“The footpath is supposed to go directly through the field,
but I don’t think the farmer feels too friendly about that.”
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Charlie pointed to the trespassers will be prosecuted notice
on the gate.The word Prosecuted had been crossed out and Shot
scrawled over it.

I bent down to retie my bootlace. I felt good—muscles and
complexion tingling with the exercise.

“Let’s eat by the fallen tree over there,” said Charlie.
We loped down the slope to it.With the half-rotten trunk

providing support, I opened my pack and pulled out Charlie’s
sandwiches.

“Not bloody tofu, I hope.”
“It’s the new beef.”
Charlie raised a threatening eyebrow. “If you’ve done that

to me, Mrs. Grant, you’re finished.”
“Oh, Charlie, I so thought you’d like it.” I handed over the

sandwich, wrapped in silver foil. “I went to enormous trouble
to buy it.”

Half skeptical, half appalled, he inspected the sandwiches.
“Siena . . .”

“Cheese.” I took mercy on him.
Charlie gave his full attention to eating. I had lost my ap-

petite, but I was content to watch him dreamily. He ate
quickly, ravenously.“Careful, Charlie, you’ll get indigestion.”

He looked at me. “I eat on the run so often it’s become a
habit.”

The sun was deliciously strong, with a suggestion of the
weighty mature heat massing for the summer. I passed Char-
lie a hard-boiled egg, with a packet of salt, from my plane
trip to the States, and reached for the sun cream, which I
massaged into my arms and face. Charlie was absorbed in
peeling his egg, and I lay down with my backpack under my
head.

After a second or two, it struck me that he had gone quiet.
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I turned my head and squinted up at him. In one hand he 
held the egg, and in the other the salt packet with american
airlines printed on it. He was staring at it, his expression 
unreadable.

I shut my eyes.
After a while, I asked,“What will happen in the trial next

week?”
“The prosecution will wheel out their case, starting with

the midwife, and I will cross-examine.” He tossed back the
packet of salt.“My knives are sharpened.”

“Charlie, can I ask you again? You’re not getting too caught
up in this case, are you?”

“No.” He hunched over his knees. “But I’m sure Jackie
Woodruff didn’t kill her baby.”

I edged nearer to him and dropped my hand onto his thigh.
He reached over and kissed me lightly on the lips, then

with increasing fervor.There was the sound of voices and foot-
steps, and he released me. A family group was toiling up the
slope toward us, chattering to each other.The mother held a
small son’s hand, and the father toted a baby in a pink sunhat
in a backpack.They looked young and fresh, and as they passed
us the mother called,“Afternoon.”

“Afternoon,” I replied, feeling Charlie’s hold slacken. Once
upon a time, Charlie and I wouldn’t have cared if anyone was
passing, but those early ardent days had gone.

I grabbed back his hand.“You must tell Jackie not to wear
such a short skirt,” I said.“I can get something for her, if it’s a
problem.”

But Charlie was watching the family’s progress up the grass
slope.The little boy was finding it tough going, and his mother
was coaxing him—“Come on, Mikey.”

I don’t think Charlie heard me.
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• • •

Why did I go back to court number three?
I don’t know exactly.Was I a voyeur? Perhaps.Yet I was fix-

ated on Jackie Woodruff ’s ordeal. I needed to know: I wanted
to look beneath that set white face, the trembling hands, and
the protestations of innocence. Where, if she was guilty, did
one search for mercy and forgiveness?

This time I had warned Charlie and, on my entrance, he
sent me a private signal of a lifted finger.

Mrs. Adjani was a good-looking, middle-aged Asian mid-
wife with extensive experience. Robin Banstead asked her to
describe Jackie’s pregnancy and labor.“Were they normal?” he
wanted to know.

“Perfectly. Mrs.Woodruff was rather sick in the first stages
and later developed back pain, which is also quite normal.”

“Did the defendant at any time express negative feelings?”
Mrs. Adjani looked at her perfectly manicured hands.“She

did express some worry as to how she would cope with her
job and the baby. In fact, on one visit I had to calm her down
when she became hysterical.”

“And the delivery?”
“It was very difficult indeed. We hadn’t anticipated any

problems but Mrs. Woodruff failed to dilate properly after
twelve hours’ labor, then bled very heavily.”

“And the aftermath?”
“It’s fair to say that Mrs.Woodruff was quite mutilated, her

wound became infected, and she had to take several courses of
antibiotics, which upset the baby.”

Later, Charlie got to his feet.“Mrs.Adjani, how normal is it
for expectant women to express apprehension about becom-
ing a mother?”
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Mrs.Adjani hesitated.“Fairly normal.”
“Could you be more specific? Do one in a hundred

women or one in five express such fears?”
“It depends on circumstances and temperament. Some

women are not working, but of those who are, I’ve noticed
about half express worry, some extreme anxiety.”

“I see.” Charlie turned over a page of his notes, which I
knew was unnecessary: His line of attack was perfectly honed
in his head.“You say that you had to calm Mrs.Woodruff down
during one visit. How long had she been waiting to see you?”

“Over two hours, unfortunately, because we had a difficult
case that needed immediate attention.The other mothers had
to wait.”

“And was that a problem for Mrs.Woodruff ?”
“She did mention that she was missing an important meeting

and was upset because she was worried about her boss’s reaction.”
Charlie consulted his notes. “And this particular appoint-

ment was scheduled for one o’clock—lunchtime, in fact.Was
there any access to food and drink?”

“No, I’m afraid not.”
“So it would be fair to say that a heavily pregnant woman,

who was upset that she was missing an important meeting and
had been made to wait a very long time, was also unable to get
any lunch, which, when one is pregnant, is rather necessary?
Would you agree that an anxious pregnant woman with low
blood sugar, which Mrs.Woodruff would almost certainly have
experienced, might well be weepy and overtired?”

Mrs.Adjani looked straight at Charlie.“That’s correct.”

I fled back to my world, shaken and outraged by a woman’s
virtual crucifixion.
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Jackie Woodruff ’s life was being peeled away—her fears,
her behavior, her fitness to be a mother.We had been given li-
cense to pry into every corner of her psyche, to monitor every
shiver of her contractions, every stitch on her body. Her
wounds, her weeping and her exhaustion . . . It seemed to me,
whether Jackie was guilty or not was almost irrelevant—it was
motherhood on trial in that court.

Steve Matthews operates his own plumbing business.
He spends most of his time in overalls and has lost con-
fidence about what to wear out of work. Overweight.
His wife complains that he is a complete slob and she is
ashamed to go out with him. She says she wants to be
married to David Beckham. Steve says he wants his
self-respect back.

Steve would be the man hefting one of those workmen’s bags
from house to house. Hands battered but supple from the thick
grease that plumbers use, a white van man, with tools rattling
in the back. Steve, I reckoned, was a man unencumbered by
neurosis, and I wondered if he knew he was being lined up by
Fashion, This Week as a token.

He turned out to be surprisingly as I had figured, but with
a great deal of charm and a top-of-the-line haircut.“I’m good
at my job,” he informed Jenni and me.“But can’t cut it socially,
and my wife just goes out with her girlfriends.”

“Okay.” I circled him with my notebook. “Tell me about
your evenings.”

“Drink with the guys. Curry in front of the TV. Perhaps
take the kids to the park.”

Summer was coming, and Steve had the sort of body that
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felt the heat. I eyed a disgusting T-shirt and badly fitting jeans.
“You should lose a bit of weight, Steve.”

“I know.” He took it good naturedly. “But I like my 
pint.”

Jenni wheeled out the rack of clothes, and I chose a short-
sleeved heavy linen shirt in a clear blue, which could be worn
untucked, and a pair of well-cut, reasonably priced chinos.To
those, I added an unstructured linen jacket that, after a little
wear, was programed to fall into flattering lines.

“Nothing too formal.” I prowled around Steve. “Are you
comfortable?”

He grinned.“Okay.”
Jenni adjusted the fall of the jacket and brushed smooth

the material over the shoulders.
“You look great, Steve,” I said.“Pull back your shoulders.”
His grin widened.“Nobody’s said that to me for years.”
“I think we’ve got it.” I looked to Jenni for her reaction.
“Sure.” She was noncommittal.
While Jon, the photographer, set up his equipment, I got

on with writing up my notes. Steve was ordered to sit in a
chair and not move. Jenni fetched him a glass of iced water,
and one for herself. I noted the omission.

“Okay.” Jon beckoned Steve to the sheet of white paper
pinned to the floor.“Stick your hands in your pockets.”

Four hours later we trailed, exhausted, out of the build-
ing. On the sidewalk, Steve pumped my hand up and down.
“I’m really pleased.” He ducked his head. “It’s been good.
Really good. I didn’t think it was going to be, but it’s been
great.”

“I’m glad.That’s what I’m here for.”
“No, really. I could do battle feeling like this.And the mis-

sus’ll like it—but, best of all, wait till the kids see me.”
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Steve Matthews. Typical male. Proud father. Confidence on the
up. Pleased as punch.

I had done a good job.
“Course,” he added,“it won’t last. It’s only a bit of fun and

fluff, isn’t it? Dressing up and all that. Like being a kid, really.”
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Chapter 16: Siena

The night before I left, I was awake for most of it, strung
tight with nerves and the fatigue of getting everything sorted
out before the trip.

I counted sheep. I checked and rechecked my wardrobe,
dozed and woke. I ran through the unidentified frozen objects
in the freezer and hoped that Charlie would make sense of
them, dozed and woke. Dozed again.

At six o’clock, the alarm shrilled, and I threw myself out of
bed thankfully. Charlie grunted and padded off in the direc-
tion of the kitchen.

I slid back the closet doors. Sweaters to the right on the
shelves. Underwear to the left. Ninety per cent of a wardrobe is
never worn. Ninety per cent of a woman’s wardrobe represents fan-
tasies and despair.

I ran my finger over a stack of white T-shirts, which rip-
pled at the touch. Best to take five. Two pairs of pants. Two
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jackets. One Diane von Furstenburg wraparound dress for din-
ing out, etc., etc.

I sensed Charlie—bathrobed and tousled—watching me
from the doorway. “You’ll be going out to dinners, then?” he
said.

“Yes.” I inserted tissue into the sleeves of the dress.
“Right.”
“And I’m going up to Bill and Lola’s.”
“Right.”
“There’s plenty of stuff in the freezer, but I’m not sure

what it is. I didn’t have time to check.”
“I can cook,” he said.
It was now seven-thirty, and the car for the airport was due

in an hour so that I could catch the eleven-thirty flight.
“Looks as though you’re going for much longer.” Charlie

picked up one of my bras and let it dangle from a finger.
“What’s happened to the capsule wardrobe?”

His tone was neutral, but I knew better. “Wish you could
come too.”

“Dream on.”
“Will you keep me posted on the trial?”
He shrugged.“If you like.”
The bedroom was stacked with clothes. My open suitcase

was on the floor, its contents shrouded in tissue.The apartment
seemed quiet, contained and, somehow, isolated. Charlie paced
up and down the room. Did I have my schedule, passport, tick-
ets, insurance?

When I could get a word in edgewise, I admitted that I’d
forgotten to ring my insurance agent, but promised to do it
from the airport.

“How stupid is that? What have you been doing for the
past few days?”

“Charlie, you’re not in court now, you know.”
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“Doesn’t negate my point.”
There was a new tautness in the way he held himself, a

withheld anger.“Has something gone wrong?” I asked.
“Did I tell you the forensic pathologist testified that the

odds were ten million to one that Baby Rob died naturally?”
“You did. Last night.” I transferred a pile of underwear to

the bed.“Darling, could you get out of the way?”
He stepped aside. “How about a makeover of my ward-

robe? Would that get your attention?”
“Stop it.”
Charlie nudged a pair of my shoes with a bare foot—high

heels, backless, open-toed.“They look impossible to walk in.”
“They are, but they’re to-die-for gorgeous.”
He looked at me steadily.“Do they really matter? Do they

really matter?”
“No,” I snapped. “They don’t really matter, but they’re

there and part of my business.”
I packed the final items of clothing into the suitcase and

shut it. On cue, the doorbell rang.The car had arrived, and I
instructed the driver to wait.

“I’m off,” I said unnecessarily, and reached up to nuzzle
Charlie’s cheek. He smelled of sleep with a faint tinge of last
night’s garlic—familiar and loved. “Aren’t you going to wish
me luck?”

He kissed me lightly on the lips. It was not a cold kiss, nei-
ther was it full of regret at the good-bye, but detached—and in
that detachment lay danger. Charlie had taken himself off my
case and was leaving me to sink or swim on my own.

Furious, I shook him and said the first unguarded thing
that came into my head: “Okay, Okay, you win. I’ll give up
everything and become a hausfrau. I’ll stay at home, mother a
passel of children, fetch and carry for your lordship.”

That roused him.“Stop it.”

106/Q-47A08783-094 LONG CGI Contact: Michael Miller

218 Elizabeth Buchan

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 218



“Isn’t that what all this is about?”
He pawed at the tousle of his hair. “What have we been

doing all these years? Struggling to sort out discrimination and
inequality. It’s my job, or hadn’t you noticed? So why should I
want to inflict the things I battle against on my wife?”

“That’s what you say, Charlie.You know as well as I that
what people say is not necessarily what they believe.”

He laughed, but it sounded more like a bark. “I’m hardly
likely to spend my life working for one thing and practicing
another.”

“Why not? Most people in public life do precisely that.”
“And what evidence do you have on my double life?”

Charlie had switched into the positively cold and feline, and
now answered his own question. Court trick. “Zilch.”

I glanced around the bedroom, still wreathed in our shared
night’s sleep and muddle. A half full glass of water on the bed-
side, a thick white towel on the floor, a discarded nightie. If 
I had not been going away, it would have been purged and
sparkling by nightfall, a cleansed place where, maybe, he and I
might have settled the disputes between us.

Instead . . .
Charlie cast off his bathrobe and flung on a pair of trousers

and a T-shirt. “I’ll carry your luggage down.” His voice was
neutral and his face studiedly vacant.

I backed down.“Aren’t you going to say something?”
He zipped up his fly. “What could I possibly say to that

one, Siena? You’ve accused me of living a lie.You’re about to
fly halfway across the world to dress up a bunch of prancing
clowns and tell them they’re wonderful, and there’s no time to
discuss it properly.”

“They are not prancing clowns. They’re ordinary people,
trying to feel better about themselves. Okay?”

Charlie was silent. He didn’t have to say anything: The 
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silence—the perfected art of the courtroom silence—said
everything he felt about my job.

Airports. Planes. New York. Schedules . . . How would I
cope with them, knowing I had left Charlie with angry words?
“I’m sorry, Charlie. I shouldn’t have said it.”

He shook his head. “Don’t keep the driver waiting, Siena.
He probably killed himself to get here in time.” He picked up
the suitcase, brushed past me, and went out of the front door.

On the sidewalk outside, he handed me into the car and
shut the door.“Good-bye, Siena.”

“Good-bye.”
All the long journey to the airport, I tried not to cry. If I

had not accused Charlie of double standards, the phrase pranc-
ing clowns would not be ringing in my head.Why could we not
have dealt with each other in a straightforward manner, and
how could I, supposedly an expert, have handled Charlie so
badly? How could he have been so arrogant? The car hummed
along the highway, and turned left into the airport where it
came to a standstill in a traffic jam. I gazed out at the line of
brake lights, and my misery intensified.

We had never said good-bye to each other like this before.

New York, June 3rd. Dear Parents, Here I am again. No
time to breathe. It’s hot, noisy, and frantic. Will call on re-
turn. Love, Siena

New York, June 4th. Manda, Hotel right in center. 5th Ave
two blocks away. Spotted divine Chloé dress. Hold tight. Best
love. Sxxx

“Hi, darling,” went the message I had left on the answering
machine the minute I arrived at the hotel, “I expect you’re
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wrapping up for the day. Just to say I’m thinking of you. Please
phone.”

So far Charlie had not replied.

The hotel air-conditioning was fierce, and a blast of recycled
air played over my face as I propped myself upright on the pil-
lows and reached groggily for a glass of water. I felt dreadful:
still attenuated with the jet lag that seemed to have got me.
Neither the arnica pills nor the melatonin had worked.

I pulled back the sheet and padded into the bathroom—
a tasteful assembly of marble and gold fittings—took a long,
cool shower and felt marginally better. It was six-thirty in the
morning.

Later I called the hotel concierge and checked that my car
would be there to take me to the hairdresser, then on to the
studios near Battery Park.While I was waiting, I leafed through
the schedules and the itinerary. First I was to meet my two
subjects for the program—a single mother of two called Pearl,
and Angela, a black public-relations consultant.

Pearl is twenty-two, blond and unemployed. She wants
to smarten up in order to enter the job market . . .

Pearl turned out to be both pretty and pouty, had issues, and
resisted most of my suggestions. No, she did not want to wear
pants and a jacket.“That’s not my image.”When I pointed out
that we were trying to change her image so that she could
move on, she fixed me with angry eyes.“Who says?”

I caught sight of a hovering Fersen in skin-tight black
leather trousers. He seized the moment to step in. “Pearl,
honey,” he said.“Just stay calm.A little calm.”
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After a moment, she asked me,“Where are you from?”
“London.”
“Huh,” she said.
We spent an hour trying to persuade Pearl into the outfit

that had been chosen, and while I coaxed and petted her,
Fersen kept saying things like “It’s to-die-for, Pearl,” and “Why,
hello, Pearl, you’re beautiful.”

Prancing clowns?
“Pearl,” I said.“Come and look at yourself.”
I got on with the task in hand, but a voice in my head

pointed out that Charlie regarded this petting and coaxing of
the Lucys and Pearls as a frivolity, an adjunct to the real busi-
ness of existence, which was graver and weightier.

“Yup. I suppose that’s okay.” Pearl thrust out a leg in the
manner of a model to admire the cut of the pants.

“Siena,” Fersen draped a scarf around Pearl’s neck, and
whirled round, a leather-clad dervish, “don’t you think this
looks just darling?”

It didn’t.“No,” I said.“It muddles the line and is too fussy.”
I smiled winningly at Pearl, who had come to a standstill in

front of the long mirror and had, apparently, taken cheer from
its reflection. She had also woken up to the fact that she was in
the temple of a television studio.“Hey, guys,” she said.“I’ll give
you my phone number in case an agent calls in after the show.”

Dwayne, the producer, materialized out of the darkness
onto the lit set. “Siena, I need you to deal with a couple of
points.”

The lighting engineer called, “Can we rethink those last
few shots?”

A makeup girl darted forward and fiddled with my hair.
There was so much to think about, so much here that was

easier to deal with: I forgot Charlie, I forgot our quarrel and
concentrated on my job.
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• • •

I had devoted a lot of thought to Angela and her clothes. She
required outfits that offered a variety of possibilities. Her 
problems were diffidence and dislike of her body. “My ass is
colossal.”

I knew that one—I’d been there so often before. “It’s a
very nice rear,” I said patiently,“and the skirt does it justice.”

“Look, lady, you can’t do anything with it.”
“That’s why I’m here,Angela.”
I heard a mutter from some of the studio crew, who were

standing by to do a dry run shoot for tomorrow. Inexplicably,
Fersen chose this moment to render a modicum of support.
“Looking good,Angela.”

I flashed him a look of gratitude, and muttered,“Thanks.”
Next up was Angela’s objection to the neat little sweater I

had picked out for her. “Red makes me feel like a political
statement.”

“Red gets you noticed,” I pointed out,“which is useful in
your line of business.”

“There’s red and then there’s red,” said Angela.
“Just wear it for a few minutes and see how it settles on

you.”
“Nope, I don’t think so.”
“Okay, how about the pale yellow one?”
Finally, we persuaded Angela to try the red sweater. She

looked fabulous, which, finally, she grudgingly acknowledged.
The camera team swung into action but, just when they were
ready to shoot, a vital piece of equipment blew. There was
much hysteria and rushing round to find a replacement.

Angela looked at her watch.“I’ve got to go,” she said.“My
children need picking up from school, and my mother is sick.”

By late afternoon, the crew had had enough.There was a
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final conference on what would happen tomorrow, notes were
exchanged, opinions given.The team had run down.The en-
ergy had vanished.We were all wilting, it was hot in the studio,
and I was more than a little shaky.

We rolled out of the studio at six-thirty.As I was shrugging
on my jacket, Fersen came up.“Fancy some pizza and a beer?”

Above anything, I longed for the solitary sanctuary of my
hotel room.“Sure, that would be nice.”

“You know,” he said, after we had installed ourselves at a
table in the nearest pizza parlor,“some of us can’t quite figure
why we need someone from the UK to do this gig.”

I inspected my salad, which came with bread soused in
garlic butter. Not good for close contact in the studio but they
tasted good. “Cultural exchange. We’re one big happy family,
these days.”

Fersen took a large mouthful of pepperoni pizza and
chewed. “Families can be dysfunctional. I should know. Mine
is the alpha dysfunctional family. Father a lush but loaded.
Mother a demented career woman. You’re speaking to the
original Park Avenue Princess. I even had initials on my potty.”
He reeled it off as if it was something he said quite a lot, had
learned it by heart.

“Are they still alive?”
He stared at me.“I’m not in touch.”
Outside in the street, New York glittered with lights and

roared with traffic.The heat smothered the city in an evening
wrap, but inside the pizza parlor the temperature hovered just
above icy. A group of Hispanics sucked at bottles of beer, two
beautiful Italian girls chattered away, and a man in chinos and
loafers studied a financial journal. Pretty sterotypical, I imag-
ined, but fascinating to me. Under the table, my foot (shod in
L. K. Bennett) tapped a rhythm on the floor. It was the beat of
zest in this city, triumph that I had made it to here.
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Fersen pushed away his plate, the pizza half eaten. “I have
to watch my figure.” He took a tiny sip of his beer. “Are you
quite comfortable with everything, Siena?”

Under the table, my foot stilled. “Sure. Perfectly. Just one
thing. Could we have a bigger range of clothes on hand? Just
so the choice is bit wider?” Fersen’s eyes narrowed unpleas-
antly, and I added, “No criticism, but I’ve learned over the
years.”

“So have I.When you’re gay,” he added,“you have to work
at it just a teeny bit harder.”

The following morning when I arrived at the studio,
Dwayne hustled me into a side room. “I gather you have is-
sues.Why didn’t you mention them to me?”

Astonished, I stared at him, and realization dawned.“I only
suggested to Fersen that we have a wider choice of clothes on
hand. Just in case.That’s all.”

“I take it badly. Let’s put it this way, if you have any wor-
ries, Siena, come to me. I’m the one to deal with. Okay? Don’t
talk to the team.”

“Okay.” I had been here before, too, with Jenni.
When Fersen slid into the office, in baggy cargos and hair

tied back with a velvet scrunchie, I launched my wooing of-
fensive.“You look good,” I said.“Thanks for last night. It really
helped, listening to your opinions.”

“No trouble.”
“No, really, it was great getting to know you better.”
His nostrils flared. Was this for real? Could he trust me?
Well, yes and no.
Later, I said to him, as we re-dressed Angela,“What do you

think about the necklace, Fersen?”
“Drop it,” he said.
I regarded Angela thoughtfully.“You’re right. Drop it.”
The filming was exhausting. The upside was that both

106/Q-47A08783-094 LONG CGI Contact: Michael Miller

Everything She Thought She Wanted 225

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 225



Pearl and Angela performed beautifully, and their transforma-
tions had the right Cinderella quality, which elated the on-
looker and brought a lump to the throat. It was good viewing.

Afterward the team reassembled to take a look at the next
two guinea pigs—a trucker from Kansas and an executive from
an electrical company.

“The company’s going bust,” the latter confided to me,
“and I want to be looking up to scratch when it does.Anyway,
I like the cred of having been on your show.”

Cred meant pulling power, and he winked at me.
At the close of the session, I sought out Fersen—I had

spotted he didn’t approve of the suit I had selected for the
electrical executive.“I was thinking,” I said,“that I didn’t make
the right choice with the Sebastian Jones suit. I’m thinking
maybe a Chuck Coates would be better.”

“Why, Siena?”
“Chuck’s tailoring is less aggressive.” I banked on the

probability that Fersen would take the opposite line to what I
said, whatever his private opinions.“The Jones is too sharp, too
in-your-face.”

“But that’s what he needs, Siena. He has to make his way.”
“Persuade me.”
Fersen launched into a list of Sebastian Jones’s advantages,

which, considering it was not his choice, was impressive. I
stacked my notes, slid them into my briefcase, nodded from
time to time.“Maybe you’re right,” I said, at one point.

A little later, I hitched the strap of my briefcase over my
shoulder and conceded,“You’ve convinced me.”

There was a hint of gratitude, of shy pleasure, of backing
down, in the way Fersen flipped back:“I thought you Brits al-
ways insisted on your own way.”

“Depends on the Brit.” I touched his arm briefly, and we
said good night.
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• • •

I returned to the hotel with a knot in my stomach. Nerves.
Spent adrenaline. Fear.

Sometimes my confidence suddenly, and without warning,
slips away.Then I needed Charlie.

But I didn’t have him.
Perhaps he didn’t want to talk to me anyway. Perhaps I

couldn’t talk to him. I wouldn’t be able to bring myself to say:
“Charlie, you may be right . . . there may be something in my
business that doesn’t quite do the trick. Perhaps I’m using it as
a blind in order not to look beyond.”

I wandered around the hotel room, picking up objects here
and there.Why had he not called? The bowl of fruit on the ta-
ble had been replenished, and I bit into an apple. It was well
past its best, without taste or texture. I threw it into the waste
basket.

During the night, the air-conditioning failed, and I woke
up bathed in sweat.The air smelled frighteningly stale and my
mouth was tinder dry. As a result, I left for the studio with a
headache that had not responded to acetaminophen.

I told myself: Confidence was the modern woman’s second
name. Creamed, toned, color-coordinated, creative, effective,
powerful. Earning money was confidence. Attitude was confi-
dence. Loving was confidence.

So where had mine gone?
Charlie hadn’t phoned.
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Chapter 17: Barbara

I woke with a start, heavy headed and confused.“Ryder? It’s
all right—hang on, darling.”

He was thrashing around in the bed.“End of the line . . .”
he shouted.“Black . . .”

I rolled over, wrapped my arms round him and tried to
quiet him. “It’s all right. It’s all right, you’re at home.” He
bucked and thrashed, and muttered, and I smelled rank terror
on him. “Ryder . . . Ryder . . . come on. Wake up. Darling,
come on . . . gently.”

His eyes flew open. He swallowed.“Barbara?”
“Ryder.” I pressed my body against his, willing my every-

day, familiar normality to bring him back. “You’re home.
You’re with me. Do you understand?”

“Oh, God,” he was dazed.“Am I?”
I cradled him for a long time, until I was sure he was
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calmer. But when, craving his customary comfort, he reached
for me, I shrank away.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.“What have I done?”
“Nothing—nothing.” At that moment, I was sickened by

myself. Yet I could not have given Ryder what he wanted
and needed.“Darling, I’m going to switch on the light now,”
I said, and the brightness dazzled us. “Ryder, I’m going to
get you some tea. All you have to do is stay quiet. I won’t be
long.”

When I returned, he was staring up at the ceiling. He was
drenched with sweat, so I made him change his pajamas, wiped
his face, and put him back to bed. I sat down on his side and
handed him the tea.

“Sorry, darling.” He was still dazed and refused to look at
me.“What a . . . pest these nightmares are.”

“Which one was it?”
He grimaced. “In the Spitfire, and there’s a battle. Then I

feel a tremendous pain in my leg and I know I’m shot, and 
the pedals have jammed and the Spit goes into a dive, and it
keeps on diving, and I’m braced for the impact, but it never
happens—and I’m desperate for it to hit the ground just to get
it over and done with.”

I reached over and caressed his cheek.“Bad one.”
“Stupid, isn’t it?” He stared into the teacup, suffering and

ashamed of his suffering and, after all the years, of allowing me
to witness it.“The images still come out of the dark. Even after
all this time . . .”

“Ryder . . . I’ve noticed they’ve been a bit worse lately.
Would it be a good idea to go and talk to someone who spe-
cializes in that kind of thing?”

Ryder tensed, then frowned. “What have you been read-
ing, Barbara?”
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“That book on Freud. But it’s an idea worth considering.
Will you think about it?”

“If the airline ever found out, I’d be done for.”
“So you will consider it?”
“I didn’t say that. We’ve been through all this before. I

don’t like psychiatrists. My nightmares are just nightmares.
Look, all I have to do is pack the bad dreams into a box and
stick them on a shelf in my mind. Then it’s fine. Dealt with.
Put away. If you jaw on about these things, they do become a
problem.”

“What happens if the shelf breaks?”
“I hate that kind of stuff.”
“I know you do, but you might be surprised by what 

happens.”
There was a long silence, and Ryder tapped the teaspoon

against his cup. “If my nightmares bother you, Barbara, I can
always sleep in the dressing room.”

Outside, the dawn chorus was beginning, a light medley at
first but gathering in volume. I was edging the subject along
nicely, but it would have to be handled in small doses. “If
you’ve been overdoing it, Ryder, you must say.”

“Do you think if I wasn’t perfectly confident I’d allow my-
self to fly a plane full of passengers?”

We were drifting back to sleep when Ryder asked,
“How on earth is it possible to forget, Barbara? You can’t just
wish away a war and what happened to us all.You can’t blot
it out.”

He had never said anything remotely like that before.
He was right. Nothing could compare with the struggle to

be normal while the bombs fell. Nothing compared with the
queer, awkward excitement of surviving yet another day.The
nervous strain. The heightened responses. The superhuman
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concentration. In Ryder’s case, the struggle to offer up a life
and not to mind. To wake up, halfway through the war and
realize youth had gone.

But all that was past . . . over. I pulled the pillows into a
cradle for my head.The remedy was to think about now, and
the future. Alexander had been right. It was possible to make
changes.We were free to do so. If science and medicine meant
anything, if having a mind meant anything, Ryder and I could
prove we were not useless at living in the present.

And Alexander? Whose bold, brave words and inept love-
making had woken a mixture of passion, sweetness, and long-
ing that were—puzzlingly—quite separate from what I felt for
my family. And myself ? How could I have done what I did?
How could I have not known that I was capable of getting on
a bicycle and riding down a country road to meet Alexander?

“About Teignmouth . . .” Ryder sounded reassuringly
drowsy.“I’ve canceled it and arranged for us to fly to Switzer-
land. But I’ll leave you to sort out the details, since I haven’t
got time.”

“Ryder.” I laid my hand on the curve of his back, and he
shifted to acknowledge the caress.“That’s wonderful.”

“I thought it would please you.”
In the dark, I blushed scarlet with guilt and shame and as-

tonishment at myself.

The weekend was going to be busy since I had arranged a
family gathering. Amy and Sophie were due to stay, Roy and
Victoria were coming over on Sunday. I also invited Sylvia and
Mary over to Sunday lunch and for a game of tennis, and they
asked if they might bring Alexander.

I swallowed. “Of course,” I replied. “That would be very
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nice,” and put down the telephone receiver with a hand that
was suddenly damp with sweat.

Amy surprised me by walking into the kitchen on Friday
evening. She had a smudge on her nose from the train, and
looked exhausted.

I was making a steak and kidney pie and my hands were
floury; there was a white drift over the linoleum too.“Amy! I
wasn’t expecting you tonight.”

“I wanted to talk to you.” She watched me wipe my hands
on my apron.“Mom, you scolded me for doing that.”

I laughed.“So I did.What do you want to talk about?”
She planted herself squarely in front of me. “I wanted to

tell you that I was sorry . . . about what I said.”
“I’d almost persuaded myself you didn’t mean it.”
“But I did mean it,” she contradicted me. “I have to be

honest, I meant every word, but not in the way I said it. Not
angrily and meanly. Did I hurt you, Mom? I want you to be
honest with me, really honest. I think it’s important we under-
stand how each other’s mind is working.” She added less confi-
dently, and rather stiffly,“Relations will be better between us.”

It was Amy’s quaint way of putting it.Yet this conversation
was more honest and open than any we had had for a long
time.“All right.” I grasped the moment.“Yes, you did hurt me.
Very much.”

Amy gave me a tough and questioning look. “I thought I
did, and I wanted to put the record straight.”

I felt for a kitchen chair and sank into it.“Feel free.”
Somewhat to my surprise, Amy fetched a dustpan and

brush and swept up the spilled flour. “I want to make it ab-
solutely clear that I wish to do something serious with my
life.”

“I understand. But before you go any further, looking after
a family is serious.”
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“Please don’t interrupt. Looking after a family is not
enough.” She tipped the contents of the dustpan into the trash
can. “Sophie and I do not accept your way.We’ve discussed it
often. I’m not prepared to spend my life in a typing pool, dy-
ing of boredom. So . . . I’ve signed up at night school to study,
and then I’m going to apply to the civil service. They take
women. I’ve decided to aim high and—and I’m not going to
let you and Dad talk me out of it. If I fail, it’s my business.” She
shut the trash can with a decided tap.“There!”

On Sunday afternoon the cry went up for the game of tennis,
and Ryder was persuaded to join in.

As usual, Roy took command and organized the hunt for
rackets and balls and demanded that lots should be drawn as to
who played first.

Victoria fluttered her eyelashes at him. “I’ll man the lem-
onade station and hold your towel.”

She and I sat on the bench and watched the game.
“Doesn’t Roy look wonderful in his whites?” she said.

I observed my son, efficiently manning the back line.“Yes,
he does.” He was certainly at his best on a court—he loosened
up, lost his customary stiffness.

For the first match—three sets only, to make it fair, said
Roy—Roy and Ryder played Sophie and Alexander. Sophie
was twirling her racket and danced across the court.Alexander
loped easily from side to side, fit and lithe, clearly an experi-
enced player.

Victoria said softly,“Alexander is very good-looking, but I
think Roy has the edge. Roy is so intelligent and strong.”

“They both are.”
Victoria looked astonished that I hadn’t rushed to the de-

fense of my son—and, of course, she was right. “Not in the
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same way,” she maintained stoutly, and I gave her full marks for
loyalty.

I settled back on the bench.
“Come on, Dad.” Roy was impatient with Ryder’s failure

to run to the net.
“Well done,” cried Sophie, after Alexander dashed forward

and hit a spinner of a backhand into the corner of the court.
Amy and Mary were ball boying and Sylvia umpiring.

“Fifteen–thirty—no, I mean thirty–fifteen.”
“Make up your mind,”Alexander shouted good-naturedly.

His gaze flicked toward me.
I busied myself pouring out the lemonade. The perfect

hostess whose only thought was the comfort of her guests.
Yes? No, not at all.
The memory of what had happened by the river surged

back—so vivid, so full of sensation. Lust, desire, sun . . . It filled
me with light, with a feeling that I was standing on my tiptoes,
that I could grasp at anything I wished.

Alexander sent a serve spinning over the net and raced
back to the baseline to wait for the return. But Ryder merely
hooked the serve off the ground, halved its velocity, and
dropped it just over the net. “Well done, Mr. Beeching,” cried
Sylvia.“Brilliantly cunning.”

“Absolutely, sir.” Alexander did not look at Ryder, and
changed position. Sophie ran up to him, placed her hand over
his ear, and whispered into it. Alexander replied in a low tone.
Sophie touched his shoulder and said, with a naughty glance
over her shoulder,“Make Uncle Ryder run.”

I didn’t dare look at Alexander.
Victoria called,“Go on, Roy.”
Alexander did his best to make Ryder run, but Ryder was

an adept tennis player and knew how to foil that particular
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tactic.“No, you don’t,” he said, and sent a low, hard forehand to
the back line.“Move, you two.” He sent Alexander and Sophie
racing around the court to his bidding—and the score crept
inexorably to the advantage of father and son.

Again it was Alexander’s turn to serve. He sent the ball
spinning over the net.

“Out,” called Ryder.
“But, sir, I don’t think . . .”Alexander lowered his racket.
“Out,” repeated Ryder.
“I don’t think so,” said Alexander.
“He’s right,” said Roy, waving a finger. “It was out. Miles

out, in fact.”
Alexander froze. For a moment, it was touch and go.Then

he shrugged gracefully, smiled and said, “Of course.” He
walked to the back of the court.

Ryder tossed a ball into the air, and looked pleased with
himself.“There’s some life in old dogs,” he said.

Alexander served two double faults in succession. I
watched and knew that he was angry and that the anger made
him try too hard.Then he served an ace, and Ryder missed it.

After three sets, there was a break for refreshments.Victoria
handed around the lemonade. Ryder gave his racket to Amy.
“Here, I’m all tuckered out.”

“Poor, poor Dad,” Amy teased. “So tuckered out you’ve
just thrashed the opposition.”

Victoria was dabbing at Roy’s face with a towel.“You’re so
hot,” she cooed.

“Good game.” Ryder’s gaze rested thoughtfully on Alex-
ander.

“Yes, sir.”
“Tactics and experience are what get us chaps through.

Wouldn’t you say?”
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Alexander’s smile flickered briefly.
Play resumed. Sophie missed a ball. Amy drove one hard

across the net. Alexander served another ace. The wood pi-
geons were sounding off in the trees, and the summer light in-
vested the scene with a magic, shimmering quality.

“Nice to see the young enjoying themselves.” Ryder was
relaxed and genial.

He raised a hand to shade his eyes. Under his short-sleeved
shirt the muscle was still there, strong and marked but with 
a suggestion of stringiness, and I recalled the smooth, golden
beauty of Alexander’s arms wrapped around my body by the
river.

Ryder was saying,“They’re so educated and accomplished,
and ambitious. Do you know, and I shouldn’t say this, I feel
jealous of them? Sometimes.”

The admission was startling.“Do you?”
“It’s not so odd. Probably our parents were jealous of us.”

He slipped an arm around my waist. “I’m looking forward to
our holiday.”

Later, over tea in the conservatory, Ryder took Alexander
aside.“I’d like some advice on where to go in Switzerland.You
studied there, didn’t you? I’m taking Barbara on a well-earned
holiday.”

Alexander gave a visible start, and then coughed.“How . . .
nice, sir.”

Ryder fetched the atlas, and the two men went into a 
huddle.

Sophie plumped herself down next to me. “What do you
think of Amy’s plans?”

I was watching Ryder and Alexander.“I’m getting used to
the idea.” Exertion on the court had made Sophie’s hair curl 
at the temples. Enchanting little wisps.
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“I approve of what Amy’s doing so much, Aunt Barbara. I
think she’s being wonderful. It’s not a criticism of you or any-
thing, but I think women have a right to lead useful, serious
lives . . .” Sophie was using much the same words as Amy; I
recognized them as their adopted, chosen vocabulary, their 
language.

“We must earn our living and not become drones. Have
our own money.” She placed a hand on my knee. “I couldn’t
bear to be at the mercy of anyone for money.” Having delivered
the manifesto, Sophie turned her attention to me. “How are
you getting on at St. Bede’s?”

“Miss Raith has made it perfectly clear that I have a lot to
learn, but I’m enjoying being stretched.”

“You see what I mean?”
I wasn’t fooled. Sophie wasn’t interested in me and my job,

but in watching Alexander, who had planted a finger on the
atlas and was gesticulating with the other hand.

“He’s awfully nice, isn’t he?” She managed to be wistful,
hopeful, awkward, ravishing, vulnerable, and irresistible all at
the same time.

“Yes, he is.Very.”
She edged her chair closer and dropped her voice. “I like

Alexander so much. Don’t you?” The blue eyes sparkled. “I
think he likes me.”

I couldn’t look at Sophie. I didn’t want to look at her. I
swiveled around to check the tea tray . . . anything.

“Did I say something,Aunt Babs?” Her voice tugged at my
ear.“You look odd.”

Reluctantly I turned back to her.“Just a twinge—nothing.
I must have eaten too much cake.”

“You looked as though something had hit you.”
“No, nothing,” I got out between dry lips.
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After a moment, she resumed: “Do you think I have a
chance, Aunt Barbara? See what you think.” She smiled trust-
ingly.“You’re the only one I really talk to.”

Alexander rang up the next day to thank me for the lunch.“I
have some names of hotels.”

I fetched my notebook and wrote down “Hôtel de la
Montagne, Crans, and Hôtel du Lac, Montreux.”

“Do you know them?”
“I’ve stayed at the Hôtel de la Montagne. I took a short

break from study, went up into the mountains, and spent a
night there.”

“I never asked you if you liked Switzerland.What did you
find there?”

“It’s stuffy. Beautiful, and civilized, too. And the course 
was exciting and up to the minute.” He paused. “We’re still
friends?”

“Yes.Always friends.”
“I’m glad.”
I gave a stifled gasp.“It hurts, this opening up of the mind.

No, what I mean is, the opening up of what I feel. It hurts
what I’ve done to Ryder. And there’s all the other people I
might be hurting.”

“Do you want to see me?”
I closed my eyes, and, for the hundredth time, tasted the

sweet rush of passion and delight, heard the river and the
whisper of the reeds, felt the sun on my face and the glowing,
unexpected happiness.“Yes, I do, but I’m not going to.”

“Is that final?”
“Alexander, whatever happens—no, sooner or later this . . .

would have to end. I’m not afraid of that. And why not now?
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I’m not afraid of suffering for it, and I’m not going to leave
Ryder. It was just a moment, a lovely, lovely moment. But I’m
thinking of you. Think of other girls . . . think of Sophie or
Mary.”

“If I put this phone down and never spoke to you again,
would that mean I was out of your life? Would I disap-
pear? Would it stop?”

“No.” Tears spilled down my cheeks. “No. Yes, yes, it
would.”

“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know,Alexander. I don’t know.”

I sat in the cafeteria at St. Bede’s and dutifully ate ham and
salad, tasted nothing, and sifted over the conversation with
Alexander, assessing each word as if it was the rarest caviar or
vintage wine. Later I walked back through the city on feet that
ached from unsuitable shoes, carrying my cravings and guilt. I
thought I would die from the burden of the knowledge.

The aircraft banked sharply over Lake Geneva, feathered its
wings, and began the descent to the airport. In the seat beside
me, Ryder muttered something. I put my hand on his knee.
“You’re not flying this,” I reminded him.

“I should be,” he countered.“That was bloody awful.”
“They’re nervous because you’re on board.” Ryder had

made himself known to the crew before we had settled into
our seats.

Below us, the lake—dotted at the edge with towns and
villages—glittered with an unfamiliar light.What kind of dif-
ferent life was lived there? I observed the white wake from a
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boat moving across the water, the flash from a car window as it
sped down a road, the panorama of rock and sky.

Ryder was still analyzing the finer points of the flight
when we stepped out onto Sion station, which was filled with
holidaymakers in shorts and short-sleeved shirts. Ryder was in
his suit, and I was wearing a shirtwaist, which was far too
thick, and a navy blue jacket to which I had pinned the wives’
BOAC badge. I wished I had not.

The taxi took us up the mountain to the hotel in the 
village of Crans where we would stay for three days, and 
the manager ushered us into a clean, comfortable room that
smelled of pine. It overlooked the valley and the mountain
range opposite.

Ryder poked at the duvet on the bed. “I’d forgotten we’d
have these here.”

I picked up an edge between finger and thumb. Covered in
a white cotton cover, it was light and soft. “It feels so luxuri-
ous.” I slid back the window to the balcony and stepped out
into the fresh air and sun.“This is wonderful.” I turned to face
Ryder. “Wonderful.”

He laughed. “You looked transformed, Barbara, quite 
different.”

We ate a late lunch on the hotel terrace, with that bright,
hard, unfamiliar sun streaming around us, and my blood quick-
ened at the strangeness and novelty. I chose an omelette,
which, when it arrived, was made with an unfamiliar cheese,
and salad, with a dressing I did not recognize. Ryder ate ham
wrapped in pastry, and we drank a thin white wine.

Afterward I put on a pair of slacks and my sensible lace-up
shoes, and Ryder and I followed a path up through the moun-
tain tree line. An hour later, we emerged into a meadow of
flowers—in blues, yellows, and delicate pinks. Higher up, there
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was a hut and a flock of sheep scrabbling over the rock faces;
their bells sounded sweet and clear.The air was sharper at this
altitude but, if anything, the sun was stronger. On the range of
mountains opposite, there were pockets of snow on the sum-
mits and a marked, undulating tree line of dark pines.

“Like it?” Ryder leaned on his stick. He was panting, but
flushed and looking younger than I’d seen him for years.

“I do.”
“Thought you would.” He moved closer, and I smelled the

sweat on him, fresh and familiar. “I should have brought you
here a long time ago. I’m sorry, Babs, I think I’ve been a bit
selfish in the past. Got into a habit.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I murmured.“We’re here now.”

106/Q-47A08783-094 CGI Contact: Michael Miller

Everything She Thought She Wanted 241

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 241



Chapter 18: Barbara

We slept dreamlessly under the unfamiliar duvet.The cot-
ton was crisp, with a hint of lavender, the goose down en-
veloped us, a soft, luxurious second skin. Before we went to
sleep, I opened the window, and the mountain air poured into
the bedroom, with a whisper of pine, snow and grandeur.

Ryder woke me at dawn. “Come on,” he said, but I drew
back.

I did not want this. I did not want Ryder.
I made a movement to get out of bed—go to the bathroom,

do what is necessary. Escape his touch a second or two longer. But
Ryder prevented me.“Pretend we’re at the beginning.”

I’ll try, I thought. I have to try. I owe it to him.
Ryder whispered my name.
And it was like returning to the beginning. My shrinking

body wooed into compliance, the descent into pure sensation,
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the discarding of rational thought. As Ryder had coaxed and
summoned my responses then, so he did now until I no longer
knew what was now, what was then . . . what was Ryder, and
what was Alexander.As Ryder lay spent and quiet in my arms,
I was shaken by the breadth of this experience, by its capacity
to be so many things: loving and deceitful, desired and yet not.
Exclusive, but not.

In the morning, Ryder worked out another route up the
mountain, this time approaching it from the north.The gradi-
ent of this path was much steeper and more treacherous and,
furthermore, we were facing into the sun. I was not unfit, but I
was forced to stop frequently as my chest heaved and my leg
muscles protested.

Ryder walked ahead, and I was at liberty to observe him
with new, perhaps sharper, eyes. Broader and bulkier, yes, but
not so very different to look at from the day he had stepped
out of the sunlight and into my life.

It was dangerous being up so high.The air up here on the
mountain played tricks—magical in its clarity and sharpness, a
sharpness that acted as a window. For if Ryder had happened
to glance back at me, I had the oddest feeling that he would
have seen straight into my soul.

After a good two hours’ hike, we stopped to eat lunch on a
slope beneath the summit. Already my forearms were redden-
ing, and my face was burning. I flung myself down, gratefully,
and inhaled keen air.

Ryder shrugged off his backpack and offered me the water
bottle.“Next time we come, we must buy you proper boots. I
should have thought to do so.”

I inspected my shoes.“They’re holding up.”
“It never does to underestimate the mountain.” He knelt

down, tipped up my chin, and said earnestly, “You could lose
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your life for the wrong pair of shoes.” He glanced up at the
summit and at the hut visible beneath it.“Next time, we’ll get
up there, but for now we’ll stick to the path.”

The water was warm and not really thirst quenching. Ry-
der sat down beside me, and spread the map over his knees.“I
reckoned that if we head east from here,” he pointed.“We’ll hit
Bourges where we can have tea, then catch a bus back to the
hotel.”

My sandwich consisted of the unfamiliar cheese between
dry slices of bread. I teased him a little. “You’re thinking of
walnut cake.”

Ryder bit into his sandwich, and leaned back against the
rock.“If I’m thinking of anything, it certainly would be walnut
cake.”

I squinted up at him. Settled back against the rock, shirt-
sleeves rolled up, he looked relaxed, easy, at peace.

We talked lazily of nothing much until, a little while later, he
asked,“Can you see me setting up a travel business, Barbara?”

I pondered the practical considerations. Bank loans, busi-
ness contacts . . . subjects that I heard mentioned over my din-
ner table throughout the years but did not know much about.
But I did know that Ryder was more than capable of taking
charge.“I don’t see why not.”

“We might have to sell the house to release capital. I don’t
want to make you do something you don’t wish to do, so I
need to know how you’d feel.”

Ryder was spreading his wings, and I saw now what I was
up against. Rashly, I had thought there might be a glimmer of
an opportunity to duck under the net and try my hand at . . .
what? Studying psychology? Becoming Miss Raith’s right
hand? I envisaged myself, dressed in smart suit and hat, leaving
behind the jam-making and polishing, the racking of apples,
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and stepping into an office where there would be a desk with
my name inscribed on it.

But instead of needing me less as we grew older, Ryder
would need me more. Breakfasts, lunches, dinners, ironed shirts
and cleaning routines, moral support—all would be required
in regular spadefuls.

I ate the sandwich slowly, thoughtfully. When I had fin-
ished, I lay down and closed my eyes.“Actually, I don’t think I
want to go back,” I murmured.“I want to stay up here forever
and become a goatherd or a mountain ranger.”

“Steady on,” said Ryder and laid a hand on my thigh.
The heat and weight of his touch on my flesh was an 

anchor—and he meant it to be.
The shop windows at Bourges were enchanting. Choco-

lates, bread—domes and braids, cottage loaves in wheat, rye,
and corn—jams, great wheels of cheese, pitted with holes and
laced with blue veins, creamy white and butter yellow, lace,
shoes of every shade and description, the colors, shapes, profu-
sion, choice . . .

Eventually, Ryder shoveled me into a tea shop, and we sat
down at a linen-covered table to eye a trolley groaning with
cakes I had never seen before.

We ordered hot chocolate, and I chose a choux bun filled
with cream. I plunged in my fork, lifted the first mouthful, and
let my tongue slide over the cream.“Lovely.”

The tea shop was full of other walkers in bright clothes
and boots, and women in well-cut suits and gleaming shoes.
“Those are the sort of boots you need.” Ryder indicated a par-
ticularly stout pair sported by a beefy man. For a moment I
thought he was serious. The air hummed with conversation,
the chink of china and, in one corner, cigarette smoke drifted
above a table.
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“Happy?” asked Ryder, who had already demolished most
of his cake.

“Perfectly.” Ryder’s pleasure in my pleasure made us both
happy, and I thought what an easy position it was to be in.

I wrinkled my nose at him. “You’re a good man, Ryder.
Not many are as good as you.”

I persuaded him that it would be fun to walk back to our
hotel. “Ambitious,” he said. “But what the hell?” We arrived
back, almost mute with exhaustion, bathed, changed, ate din-
ner overlooking the hotel terrace, and went to bed early.

I woke in the early hours. Ryder was motionless, breathing
deeply. I slid out of bed, pulled my sweater around my shoul-
ders, and let myself out onto the balcony.

In Sion below, a dozen or so lights cut into the pitch black
and were echoed in the villages on the mountain range oppo-
site. The flag on the hotel’s pole flapped, sounding like wet
laundry and, in the distance, a solitary car made its way down
the mountainside.

The wind blew into my face, and my feet curled with the
cold. High up in the mountains were glaciers, sheets of ice—as
unfamiliar as I was now to myself.

The utter aloneness, confusion, and surprise was exhilarat-
ing. “Barbara,” I found myself murmuring. “You have allowed
your life to go on without too much thought, and that was
wasteful.”

The words slid away into the keen air.
Everyone is allowed secrets.
True, for I belonged neither to Ryder nor to my chil-

dren . . . nor to Alexander. I belonged only to myself.
“What are you doing, darling?” Ryder stepped out onto

the balcony.“You’ll catch your death. Come back to bed.”
He placed his hands on my shoulders and smiled down at
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me, trying to read what was going on. Speechless, I gripped
him tightly. After a moment, he bent over and kissed my
cheek.“Whatever it is,” he said.“It’s no use worrying about it.”

We ordered coffee and croissants for breakfast on the ter-
race and were served them under a striped umbrella—already,
the sun was bright and brilliant. “Look,” I pointed up at the
mountain, stippled in shadows and gray rock.“The snow is so
bright and clean.”

There was a splash from the swimming pool, and the staff
were dragging the sun loungers out onto the terrace beside it.
A trio of early walkers were making their way down the hotel
drive with backpacks and sticks. The day already seemed en
fête, careless and rosy with summer. Ryder and I had nothing
to do but enjoy ourselves until, in due course, we packed up
and traveled to Montreux.

I refilled our coffee cups and raised mine to my lips.
“Still happy?” I checked with Ryder.
“Of course,” he said.
“But there’s no ‘of course’ about anything,” I whipped

back.

The hotel in Montreux was on the edge of the lake.The town
was a mixture of nineteenth-century buildings, which sug-
gested a vanished heyday, and more modern villas. It had an
edge to it, a precarious rundownness, almost a seedy air, but
perhaps, as I pointed out to Ryder, that had something to do
with the number of men who favored raincoats and fedoras.

We checked into the hotel, and the concierge said,“Mon-
sieur Beeching, there is a message.”
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“Oh, my God!” I exclaimed.“The children!”
Ryder read it.“It’s from work.They need me back.They’re

two down. Illness.”
“Is that all? When?”
“Now.”
I felt under no obligation to be well mannered.

“Wretched, wretched nuisance.” Then I sighed.“At least we’re
packed.”

“Yes . . .” Ryder reread the message.“But you’re not going
home.”

“Of course I am.”
“Stay here,” he said. “You’ll be all right for a couple of

days. It’s all booked, and you were looking forward to it.
Visit the art galleries, do some shopping, take a boat trip. It
could be good research for our business, Barbara, and you can 
take notes, which we need to do. Look around. See what
tourists do.”

“No, darling. I really think I should be with you.We can
come another time.”

“No argument,” he said.Then he was asking the concierge
to make the arrangements and, in a remarkably short time, it
was settled.

After that we took a bus along the lakeside, observing the
water, which was a green crystal in places, dusted with foam in
others, and exclaiming, like the tourists we were, over the
Château de Chillon. We stopped for lunch in a café and or-
dered grilled veal chops and coffee. I struggled to eat mine and
to keep Ryder amused.

He noted my lack of appetite. “You’re not nervous, are
you, darling, about being on your own?”

“No, no, not at all.Thank you for spoiling me,” I said.
“You deserve it.”
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After lunch, I saw him onto the train to the airport, bur-
dened with luggage since he had insisted on taking some of
mine home with him in order to make my traveling easier.
“Hand over all those bottles,” he had said, and I packed up the
cologne, the rosewater for my face, and the domed box similar
to the one I found on the beach at Teignmouth all those years
ago.“I suppose,” he kissed me good-bye,“you’ll think of this as
an adventure, but I hope you won’t want to have too many
without me.”

I whisked myself back to the café on the waterfront, or-
dered coffee, and watched the water while I decided what 
to do.

A little later, a woman sat down at the table beside me.
She was dressed in a light duster coat, which had seen better
days, and a faded blue felt hat under which her dark hair was
graying. She placed a pair of darned gloves on the table and
ordered coffee in fluent but unmistakably English-accented
French.

“Excuse me,” I leaned over,“I think you might be English.
I wonder if you could tell me which are the best museums and
picture galleries in Montreux.”

She gave a start of surprise, but told me of a small but ex-
cellent gallery, and I suggested we drink our coffee together.

She introduced herself as Anne Abercrombie. She was a
widow and was living in Montreux because it was cheaper
than England.

“An exile.You must miss your family and friends?”
“Exile has its compensations,” she said quietly.“I enjoy my

own company.”
We talked about the town and the gallery, and she ex-

plained that the collection had been donated by a French
businessman who had fled to Switzerland during the war and
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wished to show his gratitude. I explained that I was doing re-
connaissance for my husband who was thinking of setting up 
a small travel business and asked her if she ever went back to
England.

She raised her eyes to mine. “I wasn’t quite truthful. I’m
not a widow, but divorced. It happened a long time ago, but
things are not easy for a divorced woman back home, as you
will know. It’s always rather difficult so I prefer to remain
here.”

“And what about your husband?”
She picked up her darned gloves. “My husband divorced

me, and it was easier for him. He got a job in a different part of
the country. And a new wife. But I’ve not had a bad life, con-
sidering. It was not an easy position to find oneself in, but not
impossible. In fact, I wouldn’t have it any other way. I hope
you enjoy the paintings.”

We bade each other good-bye, and I watched her leave the
café, her air of mystery and hesitancy explained.

Despite the warmth, I shivered.
The gallery was in a white building with a portico.A myr-

tle hedge lined the walk up to the entrance, which was flanked
by two bay trees in pots. Inside, there were four galleries, and
the windows were shrouded with muslin to protect the paint-
ings. They were predominantly French, mostly cozy interiors
and provincial landscapes.

The pictures in the fourth room were different, late nine-
teenth century, and concentrated on narrative. Awaiting News
from the Battlefront showed a young woman with two children
clutching her skirts, watching a telegraph boy advance up the
drive to their picturesque cottage. The Prodigal Son caught him
looking the worse for wear as he collapsed in the street outside
his father’s house.
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I had never cared much for this style of painting, and many
of the pictures were overly detailed.Yet one arrested my eye. It
showed a well built young man in armor on a white horse in a
forest. Some of the trees were in blossom. Rabbits played in
the undergrowth, and a fox and a badger watched the rider. A
turreted, fairytale castle surrounded by a briar thicket rose in
the distance. It was by William Lennox, entitled In Quest of the
Sleeping Beauty.

I examined it carefully, the flash of primrose and violet,
the pink tree blossom, the flutter of the rider’s banner, and the
gleam of light on his armor. Did he know toward whom he
rode? Or was he propelled by faith, hearsay, and hope? There
was a steady, fixed blindness in his progress, and he looked to
neither right nor left, ignoring the beauty of the forest.

The artist had seen to it that the transaction about to take
place—in return for her rescue, the maiden would give years
of unstinting service as a wife—was disguised by the romance
and color of the escapade.

Now I understood why I didn’t like narrative paintings.
They did not reveal the whole story.

“Barbara.”
I whirled round from paying off the taxi at the hotel.

“Alexander!” He was dressed in a linen suit and light brogues,
which gave him a slightly foreign air that fitted perfectly with
the surroundings.

My purse, full of change, dropped to the ground, and Swiss
francs rolled all over the place. Alexander bent over, collected
them up, and pressed them into my hands. “Have you gone
mad?” I demanded.

“Possibly.” He grinned.“Good research.” He grew serious.
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“I couldn’t bear knowing you were here and I was here and . . .
so I asked for you in the hotel.They said Ryder had checked
out but you had not. Then I knew I could wait.”

Behind us, the taxi pulled away, and the doorman stepped
forward to usher us inside. “You must go away, this instant.
Why are you in Switzerland?”

Alexander stood aside to allow me to go first into the
lobby.“You were in one of my favorite places in the world, so
I got on the train. Rotten journey—the train was far too hot,
and my companion snored.”

I said,“You should not have done this,Alexander.”
“If you want me to go away, I will. Do you?”
He had asked me that once before. The power to com-

mand had never been so much mine, and I was not sure if the
hand closing over my heart indicated exultation in that new
power, or helpless desire.“No,” I admitted.“No, I don’t.”

“I wasn’t going to let you know I was here. I was just go-
ing to look and then go away.There was plenty I could do and,
anyway, I wanted to look up one of my old professors.”

Other guests in the lobby were busy with luggage, reserva-
tions, and travel arrangements. In the terrace restaurant, lunch
was coming to an end, and coffee and cigarettes were being
consumed in the sunlight.

His hand lay on my arm.
“Barbara . . . actually, I’m not taking anything for granted.

Could you make time to be with me? Will you have dinner?”
“You mean . . . will I go to bed with you afterward?”
He looked at me steadily and without pretense.“Yes, I do.”
“No college girls, then?” I murmured.
Alexander removed his hand. “I’m restless and desperate

without you.”
How many people were watching this exchange? Porter.

Waiter. Guests? I don’t know.
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I noted his beauty, realized with a shock that he had pulled
from me a kind of abandon that I had never suspected.

Alexander was breathing fast, nervous but determined, un-
sure of success, frightened of humiliation, but willing to take a
chance.And I loved him for his courage.

“Dinner then,” I said.

In the hotel bedroom that evening, I took a long bath and
dried myself on towels so crisp they reddened my skin. I
rubbed scent into the folds of my elbows and knees, between
my thighs and breasts. I stepped into silk underwear and rolled
silk stockings up my legs.The whisper of materials sounded a
muted arpeggio of desire. I blackened my lashes, but not too
much, powdered my face, outlined my mouth carefully with
lipstick, and filled it in.

My dress was black and full skirted. I pinned a diamond
clip at the corner of the neckline and swept up my hair into its
chignon.

Thus scented, powdered, and clean, I settled at the window
in the hotel lobby, which overlooked the lake and waited for
Alexander.
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Chapter 19: Siena

“Hey, you look wiped out.” Lola kissed me and picked up
my bag.“I am.The heat in the city nearly killed me.” Actually,
Lola didn’t look anything like wiped out, but cool and fresh in
a pair of cut-offs and a sleeveless T-shirt.“Everything’s waiting
for you. Shower, cold drink, nice meal.” She stowed my bag in
the car, then eased out of the station, and headed in the direc-
tion of the house. “Bill’s looking forward to your arrival. He
reckons you take more interest in his wretched orchard than 
I do.”

There was no trace of jealousy or bad feeling in the re-
mark, just affection.“Darling Lola.What’s it like to be a saint?
Tell me your news.”

Lola required no second urging. She opened her mouth
and out streamed a skein of brilliant gossip and speculation.
Some of the finer, insider detail escaped me, but I grasped the
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essential gist. Gossip in New York and London was two sets of
peas in the same pod.

Bill must have spotted the car bumping down the lane be-
cause he was waiting in the drive. “Hi.” He opened the door,
and the heat slapped my skin. He was in shorts and a pair of
old sandals, and his feet were smeared with dust. He hefted my
case into the house and up to the spare bedroom. I breathed a
sigh of relief as I followed him up.

“It’s great to be here.” I crossed to the window and looked
down at the landscape with its nicely rolling hills.The sun was
already drying everything, and by the end of summer, it would
be brown and brittle out there. But now the prospect was still
essentially green and lazy, a vista that made one think of mess-
ing about in boats and tipsy picnics under oak trees.

Lola rustled up a lunch of tomatoes and basil; we mopped
up the dressing with fresh bread, then drank coffee on the
porch, our chairs pushed against the wall of the house in 
the shade. We lazed away much of the afternoon, but at four
o’clock Bill put down his paper and said, “Time for a stroll.
Siena?”

“Leave the girl alone,” Lola protested. “She should be sit-
ting here with a cold drink.”

“She can do that later. It’s up to you, Siena.” But he beck-
oned bossily with a finger, which meant the opposite.

It was the hot and still part of the afternoon, the moment
before the sun begins to slide down toward the horizon, before
the air stirs in preparation for evening. Bill and I headed up for
the orchard past maples and hickories.

And there was the orchard, so quiet and patient. I looked
and absorbed, and what I saw acted like balm on my frenzy.
“What I remember most about this is its peace.”

Bill shook his head, wiseacre fashion. “Not really. If you
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pressed your beautiful, delicate ear to this trunk, or down on
the grass, you would hear the roar of battle for the life of the
trees.”

“Roar of battle?”
“For starters . . .” He stopped by a tree. It was in full leaf,

and the buds on the leaders were swollen and ripening into in-
fant fruit. “At any one moment, aphids, codling moth . . .” he
ticked off the points “. . . airborne diseases, molds, anything
you care to name, are waiting to pounce and get their share.
And I’m standing by to make sure they don’t. It’s a night-and-
day vigil.”

“It sounds like the battle for Middle Earth or a world war.”
He took my hand, his touch friendly and reassuring. “An

orchard is artificial. Apple trees in the wild don’t grow in
swathes, but singly, or perhaps in twos. It’s a good survival
technique. In that way, they give themselves a chance to de-
velop resistance to local diseases and microbes. But an or-
chard,” Bill dropped my hand, leaving me curiously bereft,“an
orchard is a beachhead for diseases and bugs.”

He parted the leaves and pointed out the apple buds.
Round and . . . pregnant-looking. “There’s probably some
moth larva curling up inside a juicy leaf as we speak.” He bent
over to examine the leaves more closely.

The long grass under the trees curled over my sneakers. In-
side them, my toes flexed and slid over the sweaty soles.

Bill moved on to the next tree. He snapped off a leaf and
held it up to the light. “Just checking for disease.” He bent
down and scraped the bark with a fingernail. “You look as
though you could do with a long rest, Siena.”

“Everyone I know could do with a rest.”
He turned and sent me one of his slow smiles.“I’m lucky. I

have plenty of time for that here.” He tapped a bud experi-
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mentally.“Yup.You’re ready for the next stage,” he informed it.
“Get going.”

I tucked my arm into his.“How does it work with you and
Lola? Aren’t there times when you’re both in the wrong place
at the wrong time and the strain tells?”

“Yes,” he replied, “but there you are. Either you work
through it or you don’t.”

With that I had to be content. Bill and Lola kept their pri-
vate areas private.

We quickened our pace to walk up the slope to the top of
the ridge, leaving the orchard behind. Hot and sweating, I
reached the top, halted, and stretched out my arms until the
joints in my elbows and fingers cracked.

Bill stood beside me and shaded his eyes. “Speaking of
which, how’s Charlie?”

“He should be here. He’d love it.”
He should have been here, observing this landscape, this

busy, noisy, incredibly fecund, secret world. My skin pricked
with longing for him. I wanted him to be standing beside me,
to breathe in his smell, to link my arm with his and listen with
him to the microbes, molds, seeds, and fruit doing battle.

Bill touched my arm.“You didn’t answer my question.”
“He’s fine.”

“Charlie called,” Lola informed me, when Bill and I came into
the house a couple of hours later.

I bent down to remove a stalk of grass that was embedded
in my shoelace.“Any message?”

“Sorry that he missed you, but he’ll catch up next week.
He’s away for the rest of the weekend.”

“Oh.” Charlie had failed to mention that he was planning
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to be away. I straightened up and encountered Lola’s raised,
questioning eyebrows.“That’s fine,” I said.

Later, when she had presented me with a glass of cabernet
sauvignon, and we were tucked up on the swing seat on the
porch, I said,“It’s good that Charlie had last-minute plans. He
needs a bit of a break. He’s been working too hard.”

Lola took a sip of her wine.“And?”
I turned my head sharply.“And?”
“You tell me, sweetie.”
“It’s good to get out of the routine sometimes. Take a

break and come over here to work.”
“Says you,” said Lola.

Before I left, Bill drew me aside. “Do I detect that you and
Charlie have . . .” his mouth twitched “. . . issues? The ones we
talked about before?”

“The same.”
“I’m not the one to pronounce, Siena, on the rights and

wrongs of having or not having a family, but would it be useful
to point out that you haven’t definitely said no?”

I was up against it. It was one thing for Charlie, with all his
love and longing, to punch with a velvet glove, and another for
Bill to do so—and that made it all the more powerful.“Is that
fair?”

“Entirely,” he replied, and kissed my cheek.“Send my best
wishes to Charlie.Tell him we want to see him next visit.”

I had never worked so hard in my life. I was used to pushing
myself, but these days were something else. I became accus-
tomed to waking up in the hotel bedroom feeling dreadful,
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and equally dreadful when I flung myself back into bed at
night.Yet the dreadfulness was, curiously, not unsatisfactory. It
was a consequence of pulling with the team to make some-
thing.

By the end of the second week of filming, it was clear that
we needed more time.There were frantic phone calls all over
New York, and across the Atlantic.There was a balancing act to
be done with everyone’s schedules, made almost impossible by
the fact that most people on the team were booked to move
on to something else.

“Okay, okay,” said Dwayne. “We take a rain check on this
one, and reassemble later in the year when I’ve had a chance to
have an overview.Would that suit you, Siena?”

It did not suit me.“Of course. No problem.”
On the day before I went home to the UK, the team as-

sembled to take a look at the day’s filming. Some of it was
good, some of it worried me.

The programs held a nice variety of the touching and the
productive; the guinea pigs, the Pearls and Angelas, appeared to
go away looking better and happier, which was what it was all
about—somehow, I had detected a cowering psyche, dusted it
down, reclothed it, and sent it out into the city feeling better.
Surely that meant something?

At home, Steve the plumber had said it was only fun and
fluff—but I’d been thinking about that. Doctors and psychia-
trists have the edge on most of us, that I concede.They stitch
up wounds, perform skin grafts on body and mind, but not
everyone, thank goodness, requires or wishes anything so dras-
tic. Some of us need fun and fluff. And fashion catches the 
moment. Pins down the fragile second. Holds up a mirror, ad-
mittedly small, and shows us who we are. It is an argument,
anyway.
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The bad bits? One or two shots caught me in mid-
instruction, or circling my subject thoughtfully, a hand crossed
over my midriff, the other cupping my chin. It was perfectly
normal—it was my thinking pose—but I couldn’t help con-
cluding that the Siena Grant on the television looked too thin,
too hollow . . . insubstantial.

It was raining in England, and the temperature was ten degrees
lower than it had been in New York, but Charlie was at the
airport to meet me. He whisked me back to the apartment
where he had laid out a late breakfast of croissants and coffee.
“I hope you brought a video,” he said, handing me the stron-
gest and most welcome coffee I could remember, and I appre-
ciated the effort behind his request.“I’d like to have a look. See
how you work. See what it was like.”

“That’s nice of you.” I gave him his present, a backpack for
day trekking.

He examined the backpack—“Great, love it”—and pulled
me close.“It was lonely here without you.”

“So what are you going to do about welcoming me
home?”

“Make you another cup of coffee, of course. How else
would I welcome you home?”

“Charlie!”
Later he said, “That was nice. I feel I haven’t seen you for

months.”
I rested my cheek on his shoulder and tried to tell him

about the apple trees and the secret roar of warfare and the
idea that a divine spark flickered in that landscape. “I wanted
you there to show you.”

The arm tightened around me.
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Even later I asked, “Charlie, where did you go for the
weekend?”

He stiffened perceptibly.“Here and there,” he said in a de-
liberately vague way.

“But where, Charlie?”
“Okay,” he admitted.“I went to see Cimmie.”
“Oh.”
He shook me gently.“Nothing to worry about, Siena.”
I turned my face away. “No? I am in New York, and you

scamper off to stay with your ex-wife.”
“My ex-wife and her husband.” He shook me again, less

gently this time.“Cimmie is in the past. Jay is in the past.” He
traced the outline of my lips with his finger.“Stop looking so
sad, Siena. If you swan off to New York, I have to occupy my-
self somehow, and I did . . . Siena, on the way back home, I
went to see a house.”

“A house?”
He drew back. “But I’m not going to tell you,” he said.

“Not now, at any rate.”
And no amount of pestering would make him change his

mind. After a while, I gave up. “I must check the mail,” I lied
and fled into my office where I sank into the chair, shaking a
little from the jet lag and . . . jealousy.And I hated myself for it.

I struggled for several minutes to pull myself together.
Cimmie was not a problem. Cimmie was in the past.

After a while, I almost believed it. Okay, I told myself.Take
control. I closed my eyes and pictured Cimmie, bulging and
oh-so-generous to the second wife. I give Charlie to you.

I fell back on the old technique.
I drew an imaginary circle into which I put Cimmie and

placed myself into a connecting one and swooping down with
a cleansing snap of the scissors I cut the Cimmie-in-a-circle
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free and tossed her up into a blue sky.There, behind my tightly
squeezed eyelids, I watched her grow smaller and smaller until
she was just a dot . . .

That was one way of dealing with Cimmie. Bringing the
subject out into the open was another. I went back to Charlie
and asked,“Will you be seeing Cimmie again?”

“Are you worried about Cimmie?” he asked.
“Will you be seeing her again, Charlie?”
He flicked my chin with his finger.“Probably not.”
I was busy unpacking when he let slip, “Jackie Woodruff

admitted she hadn’t slept for two nights before Rob died, and
her boss had issued her with a first warning for lateness.”

Aghast, I whirled around. “Charlie, how could I have for-
gotten? What else has happened?”

“One of the jurors was taken ill and had to be hospitalized;
briefly, as it happened, but the summing up had to be post-
poned for a week.”

“And?”
“Who knows? The jury have had time to rethink their ini-

tial impressions. They forget the impact of what people look
and sound like, and think about the evidence. Which is the
point, of course . . .”

“Are you worried?”
He shrugged.“No more than usual.”
“And Jackie?”
Charlie put his head on one side.“I try to understand how

it feels if your baby has died and you’re on trial for his murder,
but I can’t.”

He picked up the tray with the half-empty coffee cups and
went into the kitchen. I heard him slam the dishwasher shut,
which meant he was very worried.

I pinioned him against the sink. “What else, Charlie?
There’s something else.”
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He sighed.“Okay.When they checked little Rob’s X-rays,
they spotted what they think might have been an earlier frac-
ture of his arm.”

My first appointment was Fashion, This Week, where I was
summoned to Vita’s office.

She was talking on the phone but gestured that I should
take a seat.That meant: long talk.The office was large and airy,
stacked high with copies of rival magazines.Vita was in a wide
skirt, cinched in tightly at the waist (which must have been
hell), and a pair of very high heels.

“Sorry about that.” She had finished her conversation and
smiled warmly at me.“Welcome back, you’re quite a star. How
was the States?”

She questioned me minutely, and I answered as fully as pos-
sible. It struck me that Vita’s angling for information had an ul-
terior motive.“Are you thinking of heading Stateside?” I asked.

She shot a furtive glance around the room.“No, but British
editors are not unknown over there.”

We exchanged a look of perfect understanding.
“One always has to keep one’s options open.”Vita poured

out a glass of mineral water and handed it to me. “Critics are
hell, and the first rule of life is: They never let up.”

I laughed.The warning applied as much to Vita as it did to
me.“How’s circulation?”

“Good, as far as I know. And your slot is holding up.” She
pulled a dossier toward her and flipped it open. It was filled
with figures and graphs, and she ran her finger down the table.
“Yup. It’s holding up well. But we have to think future.Always
onward and upward. Let’s widen the range a bit, otherwise it’ll
get samey. Do you get my point?”

I drank some water.“Of course.”
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“Perhaps, we should think there isn’t too much future in
the column. It has a finite life.”

“True.” I did a lightning mental overview of the possibili-
ties, trying to assess what might be coming next, and how I
would deal with it.

“We want you on board, star that you are, but we want you
to think about change and the next big thing. Keep on your
toes. Even stars have to do that. It’s a cliché, but nothing lasts
forever.” She shrugged self-consciously.“Not even me.”

Vita was right, but thinking future had its dangers. One
needed the right muscles in tip-top condition. Charlie was
thinking of the future, Vita was thinking of the future . . .
Everyone was thinking of the future.

Even I was.
Before I left the office, I sought out Jenni. She was sitting

at her desk, marking proofs of the next edition.“Hi,” she said.
“I’ve brought you something from the States.”
She glanced at the package (Carolina Herrera scent) that I

placed on the desktop but did not attempt to open it.“Thanks.
I’m glad you’re here. I want to tell you I’m leaving.” She
couldn’t contain her satisfaction.“I’m going to work for Vogue.
I have my future to think of, and I’m off next month.”

Charlie called me on my cell phone. “Look,” his voice was
rushed and urgent.“We’ve broken for lunch, but the jury have
sent word they’ve reached a verdict. Can you come?”

I glanced at my watch. Book, magazine, catch up with cor-
respondence, research, phone call to Dwayne—the categories
of must-do were stacked up.

But Charlie needed me. I knew he did.“Give me five, and
I’m on my way.”
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I got to court number three just in time and slid into the
back row. My knees felt peculiar, weak and unsteady, and I was
thankful to be seated. It is far, far worse being nervous for
someone you love than for yourself and, for Charlie’s sake, I
wanted to behave perfectly.

He was in his usual position, his junior behind him. Notes
were being passed between Robin Banstead and his junior.
The clerk of the court muttered into his phone.The judge ar-
rived, and the jury bailiff ushered in the jury. One of the
women gave a hacking cough as she sat down.

Jackie Woodruff sat in her place between the prison offi-
cers. She wore a white blouse and a black skirt, which covered
her knees. She looked ordinary and unmurderous. Perhaps my
advice had been of some use.

I did not like to stare at her too openly but, from time to
time, I snatched a quick look. She was paler than I remem-
bered, her lips dry and cracked, her face rigid. She reminded
me of a painting, a modern expressionist crucifixion—a face
set in agony and despair glimpsed among the crowd.

An air of menace hung over the court. A baby had died,
and his life had to be accounted for. I remembered Charlie
once saying, “The law is blunt and imperfect, but it’s all we
have got.”

The jury foreman—a small, blond woman—was invited to
stand. When she was asked for the verdict, she clutched her
hands together.“Guilty,” she said.

“No, no, no!” Jackie Woodruff ’s husband lurched to his feet.
In the dock, Jackie retched.
Robin Banstead did not permit himself to smile. After all,

this was about a dead baby. But he was pleased, I could tell.
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There was a muted scream from the gallery, and a woman
clutched her neighbor.Then uproar.

This, then, was where Charlie’s journey had ended, and
there was an inevitability about the finale.This was the payoff
for the long hours, late nights, the investment of his belief. He
had tested the prosecution’s case almost to destruction, but not
quite.

It took me a good few minutes to reach him, and I had to
dodge around the court bailiff to do so. But I knew I had to get
hold of him.

“Charlie!” I touched his arm. He looked around, but I
don’t think he registered who I was.“Just a minute,” he said.“I
have to speak to the defendant.”

He reached up and laid his hand on the rim of the dock
where Jackie Woodruff was still sitting. “I failed you,” he said.
“I don’t know how to say how sorry I am.”

She lifted her face to his.“Oh.”
“I know this is the wrong verdict.You must appeal.”
Jackie looked away—I suppose into her bleak future. “I

must, must I?” she said, and I was taken aback by the venom in
her voice.“What do you know, Mr. Grant? What does a well-
off man know about—about—any of it? Being so tired that
you want to die, and your baby never, ever shuts up. No, like
most sodding men, you think you know it all.” She plucked at
the material of the black skirt. “It’s over now, and you can go
home.”
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Chapter 20: Siena

Technically, Charlie’s next case appealed in every possible
way to his libertarian, egalitarian, and combative instincts. A
black boy (several convictions already racked up) had died in
the prison showers and no one, but no one, was talking.

I did my best. Had there been a camera in the showers? I asked
Charlie. If not, why not? Had anyone admitted to being in the 
area at the time of the death? Any record of a prison officer having 
patrolled?

Charlie replied politely, but there was no spark. No
metaphorical licking of his lips. He seemed to be laboring un-
der a deep inertia, an unwillingness to elaborate on the case.
With a shock, I realized that he was grieving.

He was gentle enough with me, but distant. “You were
right,” he admitted at one point. “I was too involved in the
Woodruff case. I let it get to me.”
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Charlie’s sister phoned: Wasn’t it about time he honored 
a long-standing promise to take Nat, to quote, his favorite
nephew, on the London Eye?

I said,“Perfect,” and it was arranged for the following Sat-
urday. I canceled a planned outing with Manda, and Charlie,
Nat, and I set out on a sunny afternoon.

Nat, bright, tousle haired and knobby kneed, insisted on
wearing the fake mustache Charlie had sent him. It kept slip-
ping off his upper lip.

“I’m seven,” he informed me, and I told him I already
knew that. He slipped his hand into Charlie’s and chattered
away while we waited in the line.

“How old were you, Uncle Charlie, when you first went
up?”

“Very old,” said Charlie.
“But how old?”
Charlie laughed.“I don’t remember.”
Nat looked appalled, and the mustache slipped down to his

chin. Charlie bent over and took it off. “You might frighten
someone,” he said.“Why don’t I put it in my pocket?”

“I want some chips,” Nat announced, casting a weather eye
at the nearby café.

“So do I,” said Charlie. “Why don’t we have them after-
ward? Otherwise we’ll lose our place.”

Nat pressed home the advantage.“And Coke.”
“Sure.”
At this point, Nat looked a trifle shifty. “Uncle Charlie,

Mom doesn’t like me having Coke.”
“Ah,” said Charlie.“Why don’t we forget to mention it to

her? Then she won’t have to worry.”
Nat considered this proposition and found it acceptable.

“Thank you, Uncle Charlie.You’re very nice.”
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“Nat, I’m on your side,” said Charlie.“Remember that. I’ll
never not be on your side. If you see what I mean.”

Nat’s little face was a study in relief and cockiness and the
pleasure of having his uncle hanging on a string.

I watched them. Maybe the shadow of the Woodruff case
was lifting. Charlie was happier than I had seen him for a
while. Nat, chatty and disposed to confidences, was entirely at
ease.

The capsule transcribed its arc. Charlie and Nat stood
pressed together, watching the panorama. And I could deci-
pher in Nat’s thin, unformed body, shades of Charlie as he
would have been.And in Charlie what Nat would become.

They shared a joke and Nat shrieked,“Uncle Charlie, that’s
naughty!”

Charlie bent down and whispered,“Don’t tell Aunt Siena.”
“No,” said Nat, flashing me a cheeky look.
Charlie peered over his shoulder. “Fantastic.” And when I

did not respond, he urged.“Fantastic, Siena?”
But I was engaged in a battle—between my doubts and

fears and what Charlie wanted, between my desire to escape
my biology and my desire to kneel at his feet and to say: Be-
cause I love you I will do what you want.

I waggled my finger at the pair.“Fantastic . . .” I echoed.
“See . . .”
Again, Charlie’s arm snaked round his nephew and held

him . . . as if he were the most precious thing in the world.
The capsule finished its descent. But I did not register the

river, the road, the miniaturized buildings. I was fixated by the
closeness and trust between a man and little boy.

Marybelle Hammond (50) is a high-profile invest-
ment banker recently returned from the Far East.The
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Problem: She feels she is out of touch with UK fash-
ion. She is cash-loaded [ Jenni had underlined it] but
time-poor.

Marybelle Hammond was a thin woman, wearing a black pant
suit and a white blouse.“I took a lifetime to achieve this look,”
she said, within minutes of our first meeting. “I can’t remem-
ber when I last ate a carb. Of course, it’s a battle against bad-
breath ketosis.”

I took a step back.“I admire your control.”
Instinct (and experience) alerted me that we were about to

conduct a conversation that went along the lines: “I’m so fat.”
“No, you’re not, just look at my stomach.”
“I got on the scales last night and I’d put on two ounces.”
“Really? You’d never know.”
Mercifully we did not. I’d been wrong. Marybelle Ham-

mond was not the usual sort of woman. Even so, she sneaked
the first opportunity to assess the state of my hips. “It’s easy
once you’ve decided.Then it becomes lifestyle.”

She lied—and in this I was correct—for every line of her
tortured body suggested she was engaged in a perpetual bitter
battle with her desire for a square meal.

We perched on chairs in the Fashion, This Week studio 
and drank mineral water. I asked Marybelle to tell me a little
about herself. She extracted a Mac foundation compact from
her crocodile handbag and flipped it open.“I began as a secre-
tary . . .” She waited for me to respond with “How amazing,”
and dabbed at her nose with the sponge.“But I was promoted
within six months, and the climb just went on and on, ever
upward.” More dabbing. I longed to reach over, still the restless
hand, and say,“It’s enough, you look fine.”

“Was it a struggle to get to the top?”
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Experience (my own) had also taught me that this was a
question successful women did not answer honestly. I sat back
and waited. The war waged in Marybelle’s features was be-
tween the desire to shrug off her progress as effortless because
of her innate brilliance and the equally strong desire to be ad-
mired for her dedication to the fight.The result was compro-
mise.“I kept my wits about me.”

I checked my notes. “Would there be any problem with
your new employers about publicity? A lot of people read the
column.And your family? Sometimes they don’t like it.”

The answer shot back: “I don’t have a family. Parents died
some time ago, and I’m not in touch with my sister.” She
dropped the Mac compact back into her bag. “She lives up
north.”

“North” was inflected in a way that suggested profound
alienation or, at least, profound contempt.

She smoothed her hair.“So, what’s on the menu?”
“Working clothes, work entertaining, leisure, in that 

order.”
“I don’t do leisure, so there’s no need for that. And I don’t

have any friends.” Her smile contained a challenge: Question
that if you dare. “But I have money and independence, and
that’s enough.”

“Okay,” I said, after a pause. “What you’re really after is a
wardrobe centered on work.”

“You’ve got it.That’s my life.”
I made Marybelle stand in front of the long mirror.“First,

you should try not to wear black. It’s aging.”
A crack appeared in Marybelle’s demeanor.“Aging . . . ag-

ing . . .” she repeated.“It hadn’t occurred to me.” She gave her-
self an extra long appraisal in the mirror. “Now you tell me
I’m aging.”
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• • •

The sun reflected the river into the apartment. Today it was
hard and bright and unyielding. I chucked my briefcase onto
the floor in the sitting room and opened all the windows: the
room was stuffy.

I sat down on the sofa. Think preparation for the Mary-
belle Hammond piece. Think color, shape, situation . . . the
considerations that were now automatic, second nature. Plot,
plan, research—and move, seemingly serenely, through the
various necessities and parameters of the job I knew so well.

I scribbled a couple of notes.Then I got up and wandered
over to the window. And, for the first time, I wished it was
possible to step out into a garden. I thought of Bill’s orchard
drowsing in the summer heat.

I leaned my head against the pane.
“No, no, no!” I could still hear the cry of Jackie Woodruff ’s

husband.
I could still see, so vivid, so sharp, Jackie’s hand fly toward

her mouth, and the pucker of her mouth as she retched, the
foreman of the jury sinking back into her seat, her neighbor
reaching over and patting her hand. I could hear the uproar
from the press seats as the journalists fought to get outside.

I could picture minutely my husband’s shocked face.
“Did you do it?” I asked the figure in the dock silently.
As it happened, Jackie had turned her head and looked in

my direction.
I don’t know. I was so tired. I didn’t know what I was doing.
After a while I went into the bedroom and sat on the edge

of the bed. My head was jangled, my stomach uneasy. I needed
the equivalent of a spring cleaning, a trip to the car wash. On
my bedside table, there were bottles aplenty of echinacea and
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omega oils three and six, and pills for the complexion. I had
not taken any of them for days. By my chair, still designer
bagged and wrapped, there was a pair of new shoes. High-
heeled, strappy beauties, and I didn’t care if I ever saw them
again.

For Jackie Woodruff, it mattered only that the crib upstairs
was empty and the yellow plastic duck with the bright red
beak on the side of the bathtub no longer floated in the water.
There were no creases in a small plump body to dust with tal-
cum powder, no little toes to tickle. No whisper of: Who’s my
beloved? Who’s my best boy? No tucking and wrapping in dia-
pers and shawls. No struggle to make a routine out of the days,
no exchange of information with friends, no hanging over a
crib to listen for the quick breath of a sleeping son. Her arms
cradled emptiness, and her stitched, battered body had nothing
to show for all that effort, waste, and grief.

She was guilty.
I raised my hand to my cheek . . . It was wet. In fact, tears

were running down my face.

Marybelle Hammond plucked at the skirt of the Dolce &
Gabbana suit I had selected. She wrinkled her forehead, took a
step back, put her head on one side.

“It suits you, Marybelle. It puts you firmly in ‘smart.’ ”
It was true.The suit softened her, yet gave her edge. It was

not Timeless Elegance but cleverer.The violet, the color of a
summer day at dusk, of purple rain clouds, suited her skin tone
perfectly.

“I’m not quite sure, Siena.” I realized she was finding it dif-
ficult to take direction from someone like myself. Or anyone.

That made Marybelle Hammond vulnerable.
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“It brings you up-to-date, is very classy, and much less ag-
ing than what you usually wear.”

She didn’t like that.To be fair, neither would I, but when
all was said and done, I was the white knight riding to the res-
cue, bringing cheer and a little tough talking on the point of
my lance, etc., etc. Her eyelids, brushed with the (wrong) green
eye shadow, lowered over a hostile expression.

“You wanted my help.”
“I don’t have to accept it.”
“Would you like to take it home and show it to a friend?”
“I told you I have no friends.”
Unusually for me, since I relished a small fight, I cut my

losses.“Okay. Let’s look at something else.”
She called me at eight-thirty precisely the following morn-

ing. “Is this Siena?” She was crisp and sounded as if she had 
already taken several important decisions. “Look, I’m sorry
about this, but I don’t want to feature in your column . . . for
various reasons.You were right.Top banks don’t like the pub-
licity. But I would like to hire you in a private capacity. Could
you come over to my house and overhaul my wardrobe?”

Before I could reply, she said,“That’s settled. Midday, at my
place.” She named a fee, and I flushed at the size.

At a quarter to twelve, I parked my car in a narrow Chel-
sea street and rang the doorbell of an equally narrow town
house, which must have cost a fortune. A woman—cleaner?
housekeeper?—led me upstairs to the sitting room, where
Marybelle was presiding over a coffee tray. “I don’t normally
drink coffee, but I thought you would.”

The room was plainly but expensively furnished, and I was
not surprised to observe that there were no photographs, only
a vase of perfectly arranged peonies and one or two pieces of
good china.
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She looked rather pale. “It’s been quite a year, changing
jobs and moving to a new country.”

I didn’t have much time to spare, neither did I wish to be
there. I drank my coffee quickly. “What do you want me 
to do?”

She seemed surprised.“Set me up, wardrobe-wise.”
All of a sudden, I understood why I didn’t like this assign-

ment. Marybelle was handling it as a transaction for which she
would pay me a great deal, but nothing more:There would be
no pleasure, no joy in it and, for that matter, no thanks. Perhaps
I had been spoiled: I wanted more from my work than the
crude debit and credit of a bank transaction.

Her bedroom was super clean, super comfortable, and
decorated in yellow and white, with a touch of powder blue
here and there. She flung open the double doors of the ward-
robe, which was the sort with clothes rods that could be 
pulled out.

“There you go, Siena.”
I leafed through the hangers.The clothes were badly hung,

and not in the best of condition. Marybelle gave them a per-
functory glance.“They belong to another life. I’m going to get
rid of them all.”

It was neither here nor there to me what Marybelle did
with them, but I was intrigued by the implication that she
wished to discard her former life.“Not these.” I rescued a black
skirt cut on the bias and a pretty peplum jacket.

I worked my way through the hangers, and saved about a
quarter.We argued over a sheepskin coat but, in the end, she
gave in. Afterward, she insisted on offering me some salad and
water, which the housekeeper served in a tiny dining room.

Our conversation consisted mostly of Marybelle’s fantastic
career. “It’s a question of making up one’s mind. My first boss
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made the mistake of thinking that, because I was a woman, he
could walk all over me.” She flashed me a shark-toothed smile.
“As it happened, I ended up his boss.”

She pressed a second helping of avocado and mozzarella
onto my plate, and took nothing for herself. But she watched
me eat, and the flow of information was relentless. The time
she had single-handedly saved a deal from crashing and the loss
of millions . . . the crack team of corporate wizards she had
masterminded that was the talk of Hong Kong. Not once did
she inquire about my life or opinions, and I was nagged by a
sense of familiarity. Then I remembered. It was how Jay had
talked and behaved.

“And what are you hoping to do with the new job?”
Marybelle looked amazed. “Run the show eventually.

What else?”

The publicist from Trimester Productions rang. “Hi. I’m Car-
rie. We didn’t get to meet when you were over, but we will
next time. I am so pleased to be working on this project with
you.”

We fenced around for a few more minutes, then got down
to business.“I think your show is so fascinating. I need to know
a little about you, and a bit about your work in the UK.” She
fired off a string of questions.Where did I begin? How did I
develop my approach? Is straight talking essential? “It’s so im-
portant that I understand how you work, Siena. I need to
understand the concepts.”

“She and me both.” I shoved the box of popcorn at Charlie.
We had met at the local cinema playhouse to catch the early
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evening performance of Désespoir et Amour, which I wanted to
see.“What are the concepts?”

Charlie chewed a piece of the popcorn. “Do you want a
drink?”

As usual, the cinema bar was packed. It was a cross between
a pub and a wine bar and sufficiently confident to get away
with it.We went there often, just hanging out before a film.

I found a table in the corner. Charlie edged the popcorn
onto it, then pushed it away with his finger.“I want to talk to
you, Siena.”

“Get me a glass of wine first, Charlie, please.”
I felt the weight of the past few months settle on my

shoulders—the traveling, the worrying, plotting, and planning,
and I thought of Bill’s orchard where none of that had seemed
to matter.

I watched Charlie at the bar. Tall, assured, exchanging
pleasantries with the barman.

“Okay, okay . . .” I clinked my glass of red wine against his
white.

He drank a mouthful, swiped a hand over his mouth, took
a second mouthful, leaned forward, and said, very seriously,
“How would you feel if I gave up law to become a plumber?”

I felt the electric prickle of shock.“Charlie!”
“Could choose my hours, Siena, and it’s a nice little

earner—there’s a national plumbing crisis. England expects—”
“Charlie.” I stared at him.
Again he wiped his mouth and sighed.“Don’t think I’d be

any good with U-bends.”
“What is it?”
“How about I take up Harry Liversedge’s offer to join up

with him? After . . . after the Woodruff case, I reckon I need a
change.”
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He couldn’t have been less enthusiastic, but I knew he
hadn’t made the suggestion lightly.“Point number one. It’s not
your kind of chambers.Two, you’d be giving up the work you
believe in. Is the thinking that because you’d earn more, we
wouldn’t be so reliant on me?”

“Clever girl.”
“So, if we started a family, I wouldn’t need to be so wor-

ried over money?”
“Precisely.”
“Charlie, you don’t get it.”
I wished I hadn’t said that. Charlie blinked, and I caught a

flash of real hurt and anger.
“Yes, I do,” he countered, his expression unreadable. He

thought for a moment.“Are you sure, Siena, you know where
you’re going?”

Lucy Thwaite, Marybelle Hammond, exhausted mother,
friendless businesswoman . . . I could take my pick.

I looked up at the clock on the wall.“We’ll miss the film.”
Charlie’s hand descended on mine like a steel trap shutting

down.“Forget the film, Siena.We’re going to have this out.”
“You’re bullying me.”
Charlie lost patience. “We’ve been tiptoeing around this

subject long enough.”
“A little more time,” I begged.
“I’ll help you, I promise.” He pulled my fingers roughly,

one by one.“These days, it’s a two thing, not a one thing any-
more.”

But I was truly frightened, panic-stricken. “How many
men have said that?” I pulled away my hand.“What’s the bet-
ting that if Harry Liversedge so much as lifts an eyebrow
there’s no going home to see your son or daughter in the na-
tivity play, is there? Or to help out with the homework.”
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I abandoned my half-finished wine.“I’m going home.”
I shouldered my way out of the bar and left Charlie to it.

The long evening was waning, and the light thrown over the
streets was muzzy. I struck out for the park, which was the
long route home but the nicer one.

It was filled with activity: skateboarders, joggers, walk-
ers, and couples sitting on the grass with bottles of wine and
beer, all doing their thing in a scene that symbolized summer
cheer.

I halted by a clump of laurel bushes, which were over-
grown and matted—the perfect den and, indeed, the ground
had been beaten flat by countless feet; on it lay a couple of
smashed birds’ eggs.They were blue and speckled with black.
Perhaps a child had stolen them from the nest and dropped
them. Perhaps a predator had sneaked through the mother’s
defenses, sucked out the contents, and left the shells for her 
to see.

Footsteps came up behind me.“Siena . . .”
I swung around.
Charlie spread his hands. “I want you to know I’ve come

to the end. I’ve tried every tactic. I’ve asked you nicely.
I’ve asked you in anger and in sorrow. I’ve promised what I
could . . . but I can’t—can’t—turn into a woman.Anyway, now
I’ve had enough of the whole damn subject. And that’s that.
Finish.”

He turned on his heel and walked away in the opposite 
direction. He didn’t come home until very late. I didn’t ask
where he had been.
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Chapter 21: Barbara

The hotel was getting ready for the evening. At the bar, the
cocktail shaker was in constant use.The elevator doors repeat-
edly opened and shut, disgorging guests in evening dress.There
was an air of anticipation, of mystery—what might the night
yield in the way of pleasure to the woman in blue silk, the man
in the bow tie? What would they discover? The foreignness 
of the men and women—their elegant clothes, unfamiliar-
smelling cigarettes, their smooth, tanned skins—made me long
to be one of them.

A watcher, an observer . . . had been Alexander’s verdict on
first meeting me, and that was how I judged myself. I nipped
and tucked, shaped and molded things in my mind, and took
my time. I was the foil to Ryder.That was my role.Yet, here I
was—gowned, perfumed, apparently tranquil—and the enor-
mity of my recklessness, my daring, took my breath away.
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I distracted myself by rifling through the morning papers,
which were still laid out on the lobby table. Since they were in
French and German, they had their limitations. A copy of
American Vogue was more enticing, and I retreated to a seat by
the window and was instantly captivated by the breathless, in-
tense prose. In an article on French fashion, there were refer-
ences to the soul and to confidence. (Did we have soul and
confidence at home?) “A woman should be more important
than her clothes,” Coco Chanel was quoted as having said.

I looked up, and Alexander was threading his way through
the lobby. I could not stifle my pleasure at the sight of him.

He touched my hand.“Hello.What have you been doing?”
I pointed to a picture of a sleek, rangy model in the Vogue.

“The emphasis is on youth, on longer hair. Fossilized attitudes
are out.And the freedom to be wittily critical of the past is in.
Apparently we should laugh more at ourselves.”

“Exactly.” He kissed my cheek.“You look beautiful.”
He had brushed back his hair severely, which emphasized

his facial bone structure, and I wondered if he knew how at-
tractive he was. He did not seem aware of the picture he made
since his attention was on me.

“So do you,” I said.
For a second or two, our fingers clung together.
Alexander handed me my wrap, and we hailed a taxi. He

told me he was taking me to the restaurant, not far from the
Château de Chillon, to which his tutor had taken him.“Wolf-
gang was on a mission to teach the English how to enjoy
themselves. He also thought they were the most snobbish race
on earth, and their women were either dull housewives in aw-
ful clothes, or shrieking bluestockings with neglected hair.”

“I own up to some dull clothes.”
“You’re not dull. Never that.”
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I looked out of the taxi window into the street. Large and
rather desolate-looking, many of the houses, built in a more
optimistic era, had seen better times. Paintwork flaked, the
windows sagged, and roofs required attention.After a moment,
I asked,“Am I dreaming,Alexander?”

“If you are, I hope it’s a good one.” He touched my cheek.
“Should I analyze it?”

Our faces were almost touching. There was breathless,
charged intimacy in the taxi. He began to say something . . .
stopped.

“Go on,” I said, because I could not help it.
“No, later . . . Barbara.”
The restaurant was small, with long curtains and tables

arranged for maximum intimacy. It looked expensive.Through
the window, in the distance, the dusk lent the château an ethe-
real quality.

We ordered drinks—a martini for Alexander, gin and tonic
for me. I faced him.“I have a confession. I don’t have enough
money to pay for this. Or, rather, I couldn’t account to Ryder
for the sum.”

“Would he mind you going to a restaurant?”
“Not at all. He’s very generous. He’d admire my boldness

in doing so alone, as he would think, but I couldn’t use his
money for this.”

“Barbara . . . of course. I’ll pay.”
“You have enough?”
“Yes.” He glanced at the other diners. “How many other

men here are not dining with their wives? Quite a few, I sus-
pect. No one will make a fuss, or blink an eye.”

“Alexander, I think I must be very innocent.”
He looked up swiftly.“Does it trouble you?”
“Yes and no. Perhaps I am realizing that you can’t rely on

anything.”
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“But on some things?” he countered.“Love?”
I felt the thud of my heart.“I wonder.”
The waiter unfolded my napkin and spread it across my

knees. Its whiteness was almost blinding, and the banquette
was soft, and I was suspended, outside time and place, in a
world I recognized only from dreams. It was a place of huge
seductiveness, for the rules were different: There, you were free
to do as you wished. Indulge as you liked. There were no
strings, no duties.

“Didn’t Freud say that civilization demands huge sacrifices
from individuals?”

“Something like that.”
“Because, he reasoned, underneath we’re aggressive and

violent? Even dull housewives.”
He teased me,“Especially dull housewives.”
“I’ve been thinking. It isn’t such a huge sacrifice. In fact, it’s

an easier way of existing. If we stick to good manners and
good behavior, we’re released from having to think too much.
But, for you, it must be different.You have to listen to your pa-
tients and their terrible problems. I hope it doesn’t change you
too much. I hope it doesn’t make you too sad.”

“That’s the nicest thing anyone has said to me.”
We ordered melon and trout, and while we ate the melon,

Alexander talked about his friends in Switzerland and his stud-
ies. I told him about Anne Abercrombie and the painting by
William Lennox.The conversation drifted on to the subject of
Roy and, finally, to Amy and her struggles.

“I didn’t think having a daughter would be so difficult.”
The confession did not come easily, even when I made it to
Alexander. “I assumed I would teach Amy what my mother
had taught me, and that would be that. But it didn’t turn out
that way.Amy proved me wrong, and there have been times . . .
when I know she’s hated me.”
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The trout was superb, but Alexander ate little and pushed
aside his plate. “I’m sure when Amy finds out what she wants
to do, she won’t be so angry. I was like that. I think . . . when
you find the right path, you roll along it.”

Not entirely, I thought. All the same, Alexander was com-
forting.“Once Sophie said something rather like that.”

“Sophie?” Alexander drank some wine and considered.
“Sophie’s very clever. She’s quite something.”

The candle on the table guttered, and I wished I had not
mentioned Sophie.

Alexander turned his head and beckoned to the waiter,
and I was presented with his profile, and desire shuddered
through me, thrilling and demanding, but almost ugly in its
fierceness, and I forgot about Sophie.

The clatter of dishes and cutlery, the luxurious and unfa-
miliar setting, the smooth, glittering expanse of the lake out-
side, which reflected a million points of light, contributed to
my sense that I was trying on another woman’s life. Alexander
reached across the table and took my hand. I smiled at him,
said something. He laughed and kissed it.

If I ever confessed about Alexander—and to whom would
I ever confess?—I would emphasize that it was the small de-
tails of this meeting that left an impression. The starched 
linen on my lap, the taste of my lipstick, the mark it left on my
glass, the pinch of my left shoe, the brush of his mouth on my
skin.

It would have to be the small details because the wild feel-
ings, the perfection of those moments, the pleasure and de-
light, the surprise that it was happening, its mixture of elation
and terror, would be impossible to describe.

After dinner, Alexander took me back to the hotel. I was a
little drunk, but wildly happy.
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He closed the door of the room behind us, leaned against
it, pulled me to him, and buried his face in my neck. “I can’t
believe this.”

“Nor can I.” I shifted closer to him, trying to feel his heart-
beat, to match my body to his. I did not know if this was
love—it was too complicated for a single label—but what I felt
was passionate, and deep, and irrevocable.

Someone had turned down the bed.The curtains had been
drawn, a glass and a jug of water placed on the table.The un-
seen hand had turned on a lamp, which spilled a muted, diffuse
light over the bed.

After a moment, Alexander turned me and, one by one,
undid the buttons of my dress, then eased it off my shoulders.
It slid to the floor and I stepped out of it.

“Until I met you,” he murmured, “I didn’t know about
myself. I thought I did. I knew nothing of what it was like to
long for the days to pass because you must see someone again.”

We lay facing each other on the bed. All of a sudden,
Alexander seemed paralyzed—by emotion? Anxiety? I stroked
his cheek.“What is it,Alexander?”

“I don’t know,” he replied.“Only all this is so much and it
hurts.And I hadn’t imagined I’d feel like this.”

“You’re so sweet.”
“Sweet? Is that all?”
“Isn’t that enough?”
“Don’t tease, Barbara. Please.”
His appeal caught at my heart.“No. I won’t tease.”
He drew in his breath, a long sigh of relief. Still he made

no move, and I caught a gleam of anxiety, of fear even, that he
would not live up to his expectations. Or mine.

I bit my lip. “Alexander . . . I know I’m not perfect.You
won’t mind?”
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Immediately, his face cleared, and he reached for me.“Silly,
darling Barbara . . .”

Around dawn, I woke up. Alexander was sleeping on his side,
turned away from me. I stretched out a hand and touched his
thigh, gently, so as not to wake him. Then I settled to watch
him, tallying every breath. For with every one . . . the tick of
the clock . . . morning came closer.

What they say is true.The light of dawn is cold and clear.
Ah, Sophie, I heard Alexander say in my ear. She’s quite

something.
What Sophie possessed was something I would never have

again.

One blazing hot day before the war, Ryder took me up in the
Tiger Moth. My first flight.“Had to butter up the flying offi-
cer,” he said.“But I finally persuaded him it was important that
brides-to-be had some idea . . .”

He was so pleased with himself, so excited at the prospect
of showing me what excited him, so handsome and assured in
his uniform. Simply to look at him—his fine, capable hands,
the wide mouth, the way his hair grew on the back of his
neck—made me catch my breath.

He drove us at high speed down the road in his beloved
car. I remember that the wild roses bloomed in the hedges
and, after spring rain, the grass on the roadsides was brilliantly
green.

“Here we are.” He turned into a field and parked along-
side two planes on which the mechanics were working, and
jumped out of the car.“Aren’t they beauties?”
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He helped me out of my seat. I was wearing pants and a
thin blouse, and he handed me a leather jacket and fussed over
me as I put it on. “I pinched it off Johnny.You’re so slender,
darling, it will probably fall off you, but it’s cold up there.” He
peered at me.“Nervous?”

“Not a bit.” It was true. Normally so unsure, the prospect
of flying did not trouble me.

A mechanic said,“All ready, sir,” and Ryder showed me the
controls. Joystick—push forward to dive, pull back to climb—
altimeter, rudder bar.The mechanic helped me into the back
seat; Ryder lowered himself into the front and gave the
thumbs-up.

I didn’t know what to expect and hadn’t anticipated the
bone-shaking rattle of the plane, or the skidding sensation
while Ryder corrected the swing as he taxied into position for
take-off. I smelled acrid exhaust, my teeth chattered, and my
stomach leaped into my mouth as the nose of the aircraft
poked skyward. I was pushed back into my seat.

We were up, circling and climbing. Almost immediately,
the noises dropped and the sensation of speed fell away. I
craned downward and saw a river flowing through the mead-
ows, its waters so clear that I could almost make out the weeds
on its bed.

“Glorious, isn’t it?” Ryder’s voice issued through the
speaking tube.

“Glorious!”
“Hang on, then . . . I’m going to fly you to the end of the

world and back.”
Were we close to God, Ryder and I, on that special, inau-

gural flight? Certainly we were as close as we could be to each
other. Like crossed fingers. Taking me up with him was Ry-
der’s way of cementing our partnership. It was a token of his
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perfect trust, his belief in me; in putting my life in his hands, I
gave him mine.

That golden afternoon I flew with Ryder into an un-
tainted future. There were no nightmares yet. No awkward,
painful cards had been dealt.We were poised on the blue edge
of infinity, borne up and cradled by forces greater than we, and
everything—anything—was promised.

I woke Alexander. “I don’t want to say this, but I think you
must go.”

Instantly he was alert. “If you want me to, of course, but I
don’t think there’ll be any problem with the hotel.”

He wrapped his arms around me, and I lay there savoring
the peculiarly intense sensations—the early-morning light, the
warmth of his body.

Morning sounds. . . .The gravel was being swept outside.
Carts clinked in the corridor. Vehicles arrived and departed.
Alexander propped himself against the headboard. “I love the
way you look, Mrs. Beeching.”

Involuntarily, I turned my head away—the morning light
would not be kind.“Thank you.”

Alexander got out of bed, washed and dressed.Trousers, a
now-crumpled shirt, jacket. Eventually the older, more formal
version of him, with damp hair and unshaven stubble, sat on
the edge of the bed and took my hand. “I will be discreet.
Promise.”

“Alexander . . .”
“Darling Barbara . . .”
“We must not meet again like this. For many reasons, most

of which you know already.”
“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”
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“Yes, I am.”
I felt him tense. “I see. I didn’t expect . . . not so soon 

at any rate.” He stroked my fingers thoughtfully. “Was there
something last night?” He avoided my eyes. “Don’t you care
for me?”

That made me smile. I gazed at the corn-colored hair, and
the profile in which I took such delight. “Far too much, as it
happens. But I have a life to which I must return.”

“I wasn’t asking you to leave Ryder.”
“No.”
“Then why?”
I threw back the duvet, reached for my bathrobe and went

to the window. A horse-drawn milk truck was pulling out of
the hotel entrance. “You have changed how I think and feel,
Alexander.” My hands were trembling and I was forced to hold
onto the sill for support. “But there are other things to con-
sider.”

“I know what you’re going to say.”
I dared to look around. Alexander was hunched over his

knees. “I don’t think you do.” I turned back to the window.
“It’s no use either of us thinking we can cope with two lives. It
isn’t possible.” He made an inarticulate noise of protest and
hurt, and I went to sit beside him. “You must be free to find
someone else. Not at the moment, perhaps.” I placed my hand
under his chin and made him look at me.“The point is, sooner
or later you will, and then this will turn sour. I’m listening to
my instincts and they’re good ones. One day, you’ll know just
how good. As for me, I must think of Ryder, and try to make
reparation.”

“But if you weren’t happy, you owe it to yourself . . .”
“Oh, I was happy,” I countered. “That’s the point. I don’t

regret you for one second and, I hope, Ryder will never know,
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but I see so clearly now that I can’t have you. It’s not part of
what I am, what made me, what made Ryder and me.”

Alexander got to his feet. “I’m not sure I understand,” he
said angrily.

“I think you will, eventually.You, of all people, will under-
stand.”

He bent down and picked up some loose change that had
fallen from his pockets onto the floor.“Are you saying it was a
waste? That it meant nothing?”

“Oh, no. Not that,” I cried.“It was the opposite. My deci-
sion has nothing to do with rules and conventions, the things
you question and study. And you were right, fidelity is not
necessarily to do with the body, but with the mind. That, too,
is the point.”

“Right,” he said, and jingled the change in his pocket. Mis-
ery and humiliation registered in his face, in the way he dug
his hands into his pockets. “It was my fault, wasn’t it? I could
not get you out of my head.” He smiled ruefully. “I should
have known when Ryder beat me at tennis what I was up
against.”

I got up and took his hands.“Listen. It wasn’t a waste. Not
for me. I’ll carry with me what you and I said to each other,
and our times together, for the rest of my life. I shall think of
them . . . thankfully.”

“Oh, God,” he said.“Thankfully. I wanted more than that.”
I looked down at our clasped hands. “I shall think of you

with love, with great love.”

When Alexander left, he turned back at the door and said, “I
want you to know that you taught me more, much much
more, than any theory, Barbara.”
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“Where will you go? You’ll be all right?”
He smiled at me and made an effort at jauntiness. “What

do you think?”
I looked at him.“You’ll be all right.” My voice was steady.

“I know you will.”
His smile faded.Then he was gone.
I sank down on the bed and strained to hear the last of his

footsteps going down the corridor. He walked fast, impa-
tiently.The sound faded.

I reached out and placed my hand on his pillow, searching
in vain for the indent of his head, some residual warmth.Then
I beat my hand on the mattress.

After a while, I got up and went into the bathroom. I
bathed, dressed, and brushed my tangled hair. But instead of
sweeping it into its customary chignon, I allowed it to hang
loose over my shoulders.Then I dusted my face with powder,
noting the smudges of exhaustion under my eyes, and put on
my lipstick.

I packed carefully and efficiently, easing my shoes into the
shoe bags, and inserting tissue paper between the clothes. I
counted the remainder of my Swiss francs . . . some for the
taxi, some for a cup of coffee and a roll at the airport.The re-
mainder for tips.To the last penny, everything must be—would
be—accounted for and entered in the household accounts
book.

There, it was done, and I rang the bell for the porter to
collect my luggage.

In the airport lounge, I drank a cup of coffee and ate a sand-
wich. It tasted of sand, but I couldn’t bear to waste it and
forced myself to swallow every mouthful.
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Once I thought I heard Alexander’s voice calling, “Bar-
bara,” and started up, out of my seat.

I finished the coffee and longed for a glass of water, but in
my heightened state I felt too unnerved, too noticeable, to
fetch one. Surely anyone looking at me would see that under
my skirt, jacket, and linen blouse my heart beat wildly at odds
with my neat appearance.

“Poor silly Tilly Field,” Bunty had said. “Looks like a
wraith.” Her husband had divorced her for taking a lover. It
was possible, if Ryder ever found out, that I, too, could end up
in exile in Dorking or Montreux.

Yet those reflections were not the truly frightening ones.
I must face Ryder. Become a mother again. Resume a

normal life. I must sit with my husband and say:“Tell me your
plans for your business and let us work something out to-
gether.”

Note. Make mint and red currant jelly. Pick raspberries.
Bottle tomatoes and, later, the plums. Talk to Herr Schlinker
about autumn planting. Ring Miss Raith.

I nerved myself for the future where I would have to draw
long and deep on my reserves. I would be cunning and guile-
ful, loving and deceitful.There was no help for it.

You taught me more than any theory, Barbara.
Had I detected a frisson of relief in his voice? Perhaps I

had. Perhaps I had wanted to hear it. But it hurt.
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Chapter 22: Barbara

The house in Edgeborough Road had the static feel of emp-
tied life, except for the ticking clock in the living room.

Mrs. Storr had come and gone, leaving a plate of scones on
the kitchen table and a note:“Mrs.Andrews coming for tea.”

It was warm outside, with the softness of summer. In the
run, the hens were chatting to each other.They clucked at my
approach. I bent down and poked a finger through the wire.
“Hello again.”

They observed me with bright, indifferent eyes, and I
rested my head against the wire.

After a while, I straightened and went indoors to unpack.

“You look ravishing,” said Bunty when she arrived, kissing me
on each cheek.“That’s the way they do it abroad, isn’t it?”
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Just to see her made me feel better. I placed my hands on
her shoulders. “Let me look at you.”Very pale. Sallow, almost.
Far too thin.“Have you seen Dr. O’Donnell?”

She ducked her head.“Yes . . . No. No.”
“Right.” I swiveled her around and marched her to the

telephone. “I’m standing beside you while you make the ap-
pointment.And I’m coming with you.”

Bunty obeyed. When she put down the phone, she 
said, “Thank you, darling. I needed you to make me do 
that.”

I carried the tea tray into the garden where the doves were
busy in the trees. Coughing and talking at the same time,
Bunty followed me.“The girls are off to Cornwall with some
friends. Sophie’s going too and, surprise, Alexander will be
joining them for a couple of days. It’s all been arranged at the
last minute.”

I offered Bunty the plate of scones. My hand was perfectly
steady.“Some of our strawberry jam?”

“Goodie.” But I noticed that Bunty only took one mouth-
ful of the scone and left the rest.“I have an idea that your So-
phie has her eye on Alexander, which leaves my poor girls in
the shade. Just something Sylvia hinted.”

I poured milk into her tea. “Goodness, things have been
happening in my absence.”

“Goodness has nothing to do with it anymore, Barbara
darling. With the young, I mean.” She shot me a look. “The
young . . . they’re different. Love affairs, and I mean love af-
fairs, are quite the norm. God knows what my girls are getting
up to.”

“The pot needs refilling, Bunty.” I fled back into the
house, leaned on the rail of the Rayburn and clenched it until
my fists turned white.
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• • •

Ryder returned home loaded with parcels of gin and whiskey.
He surged in, chucked his cap on the hall table, and rifled
through the mail.“Lots of bills.” He kissed me soundly on the
cheek. “No problems getting home, then? Seasoned traveler.”
He stepped back and quizzed me:“Are you well? You look it.
Did you enjoy yourself ? Tell me everything.”

I braced myself, stowed the bottles, and ran a bath for him.
He called me to come and scrub his back, and I teased him
about his tanned face and white chest. He splashed about, sang
under his breath, and demanded a warmed towel.

We ate the lunch Mrs. Storr had prepared (Tuesday: beef
rissoles) and afterward I made coffee, which we took into the
conservatory. Ryder snatched the crossword.

“The red rose is no maiden . . . nine letters.The red rose?”
“Belle Dame,” I said.
Startled, he looked up.“Have you been practicing?”
I held his gaze, cool and steady.“Not really.”
“You must have.”
“Worried I’m catching up, darling?”
“No.Absolutely not.”
I laughed and, for a moment or two, everything was 

normal.
The phone rang and I answered.
“Mom?” It was Roy.“Are you busy?”
It was unlike Roy to ring, let alone during the day. “Is

everything all right?” I asked.
“Yes.” He was a little guarded. “I have something to tell

you both.Victoria and I are getting married.”
“Good grief—I mean, congratulations! How . . . won-

derful.”
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“Can we come and see you? To talk over arrangements?”
“Of course, of course. Roy . . . are you quite sure?”
“Yes, I think so. No, I’m sure so. Look, I must go.”
I put the phone down and went to tell Ryder. “Marrying

Victoria,” he said.“Oh, God.”
“Ryder.We have to try and like her.”
We spent the rest of the afternoon discussing the develop-

ment. Ryder and I were united by our mixed feelings and dis-
cussed anxiously Roy’s comparative youth and whether or not
Victoria might have bullied him into it.

“He’s only twenty-three and not that well paid.” Ryder
raised an eyebrow.“Should we stop it before it goes further?”

“I don’t see how we can interfere.”
Ryder favored me with one of his direct looks. “Since

when has that presented a problem for you?”
“What do you mean?”
“Barbara, your low, cunning ability to plot while protesting

innocence is one of the wonders of the modern world.”
Roy had offered to come over that evening so touchingly

anxious was he to secure our approval, and Ryder and I did
our best to provide it with champagne and congratulations.

Victoria looked radiant and sported on her left hand a ring
with a minute emerald, flanked by two only marginally larger
diamonds.“I took ages and ages to choose, but Roy was so un-
derstanding and patient.”

To the sharp maternal eye, Roy seemed a little shell-
shocked and, at the first possible opportunity, I drew him 
to one side. “Give me the information. When, where and
how?”

“I hope you’re pleased, Mother.” He grasped my hands.
“It’s such a big step, but I think it’s the right one. She’s a mar-
velous girl and will keep me fed and watered.”
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“But do you love her, really, properly?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Do you want some thoughts on marriage?”
“Yes—no.” He laughed self-consciously. “I don’t like all

this emotional stuff, Mum.”
“Marriage is a bit like discovering a continent. Much of

it is mapped out—you can see the coastline and mountains—
but a lot of it is akin to what Christopher Columbus must
have felt when he was searching for America: He knew it was
there, but had no idea how to fill in the detail.” I searched my
son’s face, but he looked bewildered.And I thought: He would
have known what I was talking about. Then: That wasn’t fair.
“Both of you have to be prepared to navigate into the un-
known, and you might be surprised by what . . . by what you
find.”

Roy grinned. “Didn’t know you were so poetic.” He
clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Good old Mum. But you’d
be better off talking to Victoria about that sort of stuff.”

As the weeks passed, the weather grew hot.The garden shim-
mered in the heat, forcing Herr Schlinker to discard his
jacket—he was sighted only rarely in his shirtsleeves.

The garden had never been so productive. There was a
swollen quality about it—swelling vegetables, the hard, acid-
green balls expanding into ripeness. The strawberries had
cropped heavily. In the fruit cage, raspberries multiplied like
stars and red currants dripped on their glowing trusses. Every
day I dug up a fistful of tiny new potatoes and harvested car-
rots and peas, which we ate with mint and butter.They tasted
of earth and sweetness.

Ian and Antonia arrived to spend a night. “So long since
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we’ve seen you.” Antonia cut through my words of greeting.
“It’s ages since I talked to you.”The implication was that I had
been ignoring her.

“Congratulations on Roy,” said Ian, heavily. “Wish Sophie
was in the same boat and safely accounted for.”

He went into a huddle with Ryder to discuss money, and I
was left to field Antonia, who was preoccupied with the recent
death of her mother and the will that had favored Sophie.

“Course, I couldn’t have expected anything else.” Antonia
looked long-suffering and tragic. “But I was the one who
spent hours reading to Mother and organizing her nursing
care. Sophie never went near her. Or not as much as I did.”

“Antonia.” Ian turned around. “There’s no point. Your
mother did as she thought best.You should be glad for Sophie.”

“If you say one more thing, I’ll hit you.” Antonia’s mouth
tightened.“I should be allowed to say what I feel on the sub-
ject.The truth is Sophie never really turned a hand, and I did,
and she gets the proceeds. I needn’t have bothered.”

“Oh dear,” I heard myself say. “That’s the best argument
I’ve heard in favor of neglect for a long time.”

Ian looked shocked, and Antonia glared at me. The nar-
row, discontented face had grown a beak, the bony shoulders
wings, her summer dress feathers. She was a bird of prey, with
too-bright lipstick.

“Barbara!” protested Ryder, but not without a glimmer of
a smile.

Then Antonia turned the tables. “Even if I am horrid
about it, it doesn’t mean I’m not right.”

“Although Antonia has a point, I was thankful to see the
back of them,” I confided to Bunty when we got together
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the following day. “She gets more disagreeable by the
month.”

“And we don’t?”
We were in the fruit cage, picking away, nails and fingers

purple with juice. Out of the corner of my eye, I registered
Bunty’s thin, stooping figure. Thank God for her. I drew
heavily on her warmth, her sharp, funny wit.

“Darling,” she straightened up and wiped her hands 
on her handkerchief, “I thought you’d like to know that 
the girls are back, having had a wonderful time, brown 
as berries. Apparently Sophie and Alexander did hit it 
off.”

“Just a minute . . .” I reached for the final cluster of rasp-
berries and added them to the bowl.“There.”

“I thought you should know first.”
I turned around.“Know what first?”
Bunty gave me a level look. “Just filling you in on the 

gossip, darling.”
“Yes.” I was light-headed and . . . nauseous. “Yes, just gos-

sip.” I leaned against the door to the fruit cage.
“Are you all right, Barbara?”
I managed a smile. “Perfectly. Bending over made me

dizzy.”
It was no surprise to me when Sophie rang. “Can I come

and stay? Please, it’s important.”
She arrived the next day, the blue eyes dancing and shining

with an emotion I hadn’t seen in her before. But I recognized
it at once.

“We had such a good time in Cornwall . . . such an odd
place, full of ruined mines, and such folktales. And rain—but
the sea was wonderful.”

I had prepared a cold beef and salad lunch, and she picked
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at it like a bird.“Sorry,Aunt Babs, not very hungry, these days.”
She drank glass after glass of water.

We took our coffee into the garden and drowsed in the
afternoon heat, not saying very much.

I knew what Sophie must be feeling—a heightened re-
sponse to the birdsong, to the sway of the leaves in the trees, to
the vivid splashes of red lobelia and white roses, the smooth
contour of the lawn.

I knew.
Sophie roused herself. “My parents should never have got

married, should they,Aunt Babs? They never suited each other.
Not like you and Uncle Ryder.”

“They may have done once. People change greatly.”
“That’s what Amy and I don’t like about it.” Sophie

poured me a second cup of coffee.“I think men and women
should love each other on equal terms. If it doesn’t work
out, they should be allowed to bow out gracefully.Alexander
says that was one of the things that attracted him to study
Freud, because Freud believed one should be down to earth
and objective.” She settled back in the chair. “Actually, I
think Freud said a whole lot of stupid things, and I told
Alexander so. He’d be better to study Jung. Freud was very
unscientific.” She smiled wistfully, mischievously. “We had
lots of arguments.”

I fumbled in my pocket for a handkerchief and pressed 
it to my forehead. “It’s so hot.” I gathered my wits to focus 
on Sophie. “Would you have liked it if your parents had 
separated?”

She smoothed down her cotton skirt.“Frankly, yes.”
I drank my coffee. It was bitter and threw my stomach into

greater turmoil. Inside the house, the clock struck two. Surrep-
titiously, I watched Sophie’s beautiful face, registered her occa-
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sional staccato remark, watched her fall silent, grow dreamy,
yearning, troubled.

I feel only time.

“I want to talk to you about Alexander . . .” She leaned for-
ward, drowsiness vanished.“I’d like your advice.”

I put down my cup. “What advice could I give you,
Sophie?”

She flushed.“If it’s a bore.”
“No, no, of course not.Why don’t you talk to me while I

rack some apples? Herr Schlinker will never forgive me if I
don’t do something with the Worcesters.”

She jumped up and held out her hand.“Come on, then.”
We crossed the lawn and went into the apple house. It

smelled musty and of old fruit, which hit the back of my throat
and made me retch.

“Are you all right?” Sophie placed an anxious hand on my
arm.“Perhaps it’s too hot.”

“No. It’s fine.” Herr Schlinker had picked two pails’ worth
and I emptied them onto the grass.“Let’s grade them.”

The apples were faintly warm to the touch, proof that they
should be stored at once. We worked efficiently to discard
those whose skin had been roughened by disease or by rotten-
ness because a worm nestled in the flesh.

“Look . . .” Sophie balanced an apple on her palm. “Per-
fect.”

So it was . . . with a regular shape and unblemished, a red
blush suffusing the skin.

“Can I eat it?” She plunged her white, even teeth into it,
and chewed. “Delicious. A fresh ripe apple is unlike anything
else.”
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I continued with the sorting, using Ryder’s system—small
apples on the high racks, eaters at the back, cookers (which
came later) in the front.The medium ones went on the middle
racks, the largest at the bottom.

Sophie fetched the stepladder from the shed and climbed
up to the top racks.“Hand ’em up.”

“Be sure they don’t touch, and you must push the rack
back very gently.”

She busied herself, and sang out,“Ripeness is all.”
“About Alexander . . .” I handed her up the next load.

“What did you want to ask?”
Sophie had her back to me.“I don’t know . . . I thought I

knew . . . knew my feelings, and I wanted to ask you . . . if 
you approved of him. But . . . one moment there’s something
between us, I’m sure there is. You know, don’t you? Then it
goes . . . It’s almost as if something’s blocking it. Some obstacle.
In Cornwall, we spent a lot of time together, talking, walking,
having fun.Arguing, as I said, but in a good way. He seemed to
seek me out, but in the end it came to nothing.” She examined
a last apple, then positioned it on the rack.

She backed down the stepladder.“Aunt Babs, I need to ask
a favor.Would you allow me to invite him over here? Then I
think I could make some sense of it.”

“Is that wise?” I said involuntarily. “Won’t he think you’re
chasing him? Men don’t like that.”

“Aunt Babs, I don’t believe in that stuff. If a girl likes a
man, she’s perfectly entitled to make an overture.” She picked
up an empty pail.“It’s difficult at Mrs.Andrews’s.There are so
many people in the house, and she does patrol so. It’s impos-
sible to have a private conversation. And I can’t invite him
home.”

I felt my nails bite into the soft flesh of my palms.
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“Is that why you came?”
She swallowed.“Yes.”

I got up early and boiled a ham, which I glazed and decorated
with honey and cloves. I made a red currant fool, and the
lightest sponge cake I could manage, then sandwiched it to-
gether with homemade strawberry jam.

It was still so hot, and Sophie and I laid the table under the
tree with a white linen cloth and my best wine glasses.

Sophie clasped her hands.“That’s just how I wanted it,” she
said.“Like France.You know, in the paintings with long tables
under trees and a big house in the background. Thank you,
Aunt Babs.”

I turned away.
Alexander arrived punctually. I was upstairs when I heard

the doorbell ring, the patter of Sophie’s running feet, a mur-
mured exchange, and the sound of her excited chatter as she
led him into the garden.

I sat on the bed, my hands folded.The pain I was experi-
encing was primitive in its intensity, and I had not expected it.
But it was something that had to be got over, that I had to en-
dure. And I knew I would endure it, then emerge on the other
side.

Eventually I got up, patted my hair, which was loose, and
dabbed cologne on my wrists.

I was proud of myself as I walked across the lawn to Sophie
and Alexander: I was perfectly in control.They did not see me
at first, for they were talking hard. Alexander’s eyes were fixed
on her, and she had ducked her head, charmingly, trustfully.
“So you see . . .” she was saying.

Alexander registered me first. He raised his eyes . . . and
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our gaze locked for two, three, even five seconds, but no more.
“Barbara,” he rose to his feet.“How are you?”

“Thank you, very well.What a lovely day.”
“I didn’t know you were going to be here. How . . . how

was Switzerland?”
“Oh, it was lovely.” I looked at Sophie.The chatter, smiles,

and trust had been replaced by a horrible, frozen astonishment.
“Sophie, I came to see if you needed anything before I went
out?”

She seemed to shake herself. “Yes,” she replied. “I 
mean, no.”

“You’re going out?”Alexander inquired politely.
“I’m cycling over to Shalford where I’m seeing a friend

who will be shocked by the bicycle. But I’ve rather taken to it
lately. I like the exercise.Your lunch is ready.All you have to do
is carry it out. Sophie?”

She turned her head to look at me.“Thank you,Aunt Bar-
bara,” she said. She might have been addressing a stranger.

Alexander offered to help me get the bicycle out of the
shed, then wheeled it into Edgeborough Road. He leaned it
against the wall, and checked the tires.“How are you?”

“Fine.”
“I was angry with you at first. Now I’m not, but I miss

you.”
“Yes.” I grasped the handlebars. I was not at all practiced in

ending affairs but there was, I perceived dimly, a certain honor
in trying to do it well.“Alexander, be careful with Sophie.You
mustn’t treat her badly.And you must never come here again.”

I had not lied about the bicycle. I had taken to its freedoms,
and I loved the way it stretched and exercised my body. It took
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me back to the time when I hurtled down country lanes with
school friends, some sandwiches, a bottle of orange squash, and
a compass that didn’t work.

I pedaled up Warren Road. My only conscious thought
was of the fresh air, sun, and the breath bursting in my chest.At
the Shalford junction I turned left and, within minutes, I was
wheeling the bicycle down the overgrown lane toward the
river.

There had been no rain for weeks, and the level of the
river had dropped, exposing brown residues of cracked mud
and rotting, pulpy vegetation. It smelled too, of the rotten and
brackish water.

I went and sat on the bank and stared into the water. I
remembered the sheen of Alexander’s skin, the curve of his
back. Inside that body, the older Alexander was beginning to
emerge. One day, he would wake up and demand an egg
boiled for precisely five minutes, a clean shirt, his own arm-
chair. His movements and, probably, his thoughts would have
jelled into the recognizable and, probably, the predictable.
I knew because it had happened to Ryder, to Bunty . . .
to me.

My head was swimming, and the heat was stifling. Again,
nausea threatened. I stumbled upright and walked along the
bank, which was slippery with dry, baked earth. Flies rose
above the water and cabbage whites dipped over the rushes. In
an attempt to feel normal, for my body seemed peculiarly
weightless yet leaden, I swung my arms around. I walked on,
the blood tingling down them and into my breasts.

When I got home, the kitchen was as I had left it.The dish-
cloth was folded over the tap, the floor swept. There was no
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remnant of lunch, no china waiting to be washed, no sign that
a meal had been shared and enjoyed.

I went to find Sophie. She was sitting quietly in the shade
under the tree, her hands folded in her lap.

“Sophie?”
She didn’t look at me.“I’ve sent him away,Aunt Barbara.”
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Chapter 23: Siena

Dakota Pierce is 45. Four children, ranging from 7 to 18.
She is president of Mothers for Dignity and Status, which is
an important influence in sun-belt states with a building
membership. She needs an adaptable wardrobe for her frequent
lecturing trips, for fronting up the organization’s public face,
and for entertaining at home. The keywords are: modest but
elegant.

Fersen met me in the television studio, his expression more or
less welcoming. “Hi—good trip over? Great. Let’s go.Techni-
cally, this one is all apple pie and rosy cheeks,” he said. “But
don’t be fooled.”

“I’ve decided a jacket and skirt, taupe linen . . .”
Fersen laughed. “You haven’t got it, Siena. This modest

means glam.And a bit of bling-bling flung in, too.”
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“Ah . . .”
“Guys, we’ll just run through the routine,” said Dwayne.

“Pay attention.”
The air-conditioning in the studio was going full blast, and

everyone was sucking at bottles of water.
“Just a few notes, guys.” Dwayne held up his hand. “It’s

great news that we’re all gathered once again. Let’s make it a
special occasion and get these final two editions into the can.”
He ran over points from previous shows.Too much hand wav-
ing, Siena, darling.Try to keep them out of it. Camera team—
not enough focus on the clothes. If the subject cries, focus on
that. Emotion is good. Remember the tricks—bad lighting,
etc.—so that the before and after are clearly distinguished. Don’t
be afraid of animosity.

Dakota Pierce possessed a china-doll complexion, ankles
that looked as though they might snap, and a spirit that, clearly,
would do anything but. She spoke with a southern lilt and
there was a steel-trap determination in her eyes.

She flipped open a capacious handbag and sprayed her face
with Evian water. “I speak up for motherhood, which is un-
dervalued in our society.Women have been made to feel that if
they stay home with their little children, they aren’t much bet-
ter than the family dog.We, my sisters in motherhood and I,
aim to change all that.We want dignity for the role and recog-
nition for our hard work.”

Fersen and Dakota were not destined to be natural al-
lies and Dakota addressed any remarks intended for him 
through me.

“Do you have children?” she asked. “I thought not. Well,
as the representative of the family . . .” she gave a little laugh 
“. . . the foundation stone of our society, after all, I have to be
careful not to project the wrong image.”
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Fersen made the mistake of insisting (through me) that
Dakota put on skintight trousers with a scoop necked top. Re-
sult: point-blank refusal.“I don’t think you get it,” Dakota told
the members of the team, who had been drawn—flies and
moths—to the epicenter of this argument. “I have a responsi-
bility not to present women as sex objects.”

I segued into action. “Dakota, why don’t we try the top
with this skirt?” I produced a DKNY jersey number. “Oh,
yes!” she said, and turned her back on Fersen.

Fersen and I exchanged looks. You win some, you lose some.
I glanced at my watch.Three o’clock. Back home, Charlie

would have struggled to work through—what? A late-summer
city day, possibly damp, with English rain, a hint of old pollen
and ripening berries on dusty bushes? Was today a court day?
If so, he would have robed up, stuck on his wig, picked up his
papers, and reminded himself: I’m not here to take a view on a
client—it doesn’t matter what he or she might have done. I’m here to
be their advocate, not their judge.

“Siena, could we have your attention?” Dwayne was 
annoyed.

Equally annoyed with myself, since I was usually one hun-
dred per cent on the case, I snapped to attention.

“Okay.” I surveyed Dakota. Around five foot ten, size six-
teen on top, fourteen hips. Long legs, which needed emphasis.
Bad posture, stomach needed to be brought under control.

It would take all my skill, but I could bring out her beauty.
Out must go the shapeless round-necked sweater and too-
formal suit (dated). Substitute knee-length skirt, belted chiffon
jacket, and peep-toe heels.

Slowly, slowly, a glamorous woman took shape.The statue
inside the block of marble.The woman inside the mother.The
mother as part of the woman.
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At nine o’clock that night, I was driven back to the hotel
and deposited at the entrance. It was just beyond dusk, and the
city was humming, growing brighter.

The old Siena would have rushed up to her room, show-
ered, thrown on pants and a skinny top and gone out into the
hum and bustle of the night. Instead I lingered on the side-
walk, craning up at the overhead skyscraper vista, tension
tightening my shoulders and neck.

When I reached my room, the bedspread had been pulled
back and a chocolate placed on the pillow.The bowl of fruit
on the table had been replenished, and two bottles of mineral
water stood on the tray. Fresh white towels hung in the bath-
room, more expensive toiletries, and fresh soap in the dish on
the marble bathtub.

All that a girl could wish for.
Earlier that day I put a call through to Charlie. His cell

phone was switched off. I rang the clerk in his chambers.“He’s
not here,” Michael answered, “but we’re expecting him.” The
phone in the apartment rang and rang, a desolate noise. An
hour later, I’d tried it again. Nothing.

I ordered a Caesar salad from room service, climbed into
bed, and chose a video. we will not mention the title on
your bill, was the reassuring message on the screen—in case I
had plumped for pornography—and I watched a romantic
comedy with a sentimental ending without much interest.
Didn’t stop me from crying, though.

At three o’clock I called Charlie. No go.
At four, I called Charlie. No answer, nothing.
Sleep? Difficult, oh, so difficult . . . I tossed and turned 

and found myself, in a dream, at the childhood picnic in the
photograph.

The tartan rug was worn and scratchy on my bare thighs, the
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breeze nipped sharply at exposed flesh, and the taste of margarine
in the sandwich was vivid. (My thrifty mother used margarine.)
Even in the dream, I knew I hated being a child.

Richard and I were whispering to each other. We were
planning our latest campaign to restore the Stuart kings, and
we discussed in great detail the problem of wounds and fevers.

Our parents were sitting on either side of the rug. They
each grasped a plastic mug with a tiny nip of sherry in it.The
alcohol had brought a flush to my mother’s cheek.They nei-
ther spoke to nor looked at each other. Instead, they watched
us.An amused smile softened my father’s normally grim coun-
tenance and my mother’s eyes were indulgent. “Look at you
both,” she said. “Quite mad.”

It was only a moment, the exact sequence and context for-
gotten, yet my subconscious had seized it, stored it and, for
whatever reason, trotted out a replay.

I woke up. Dreams are so over, Ingrid had informed me at
one of her consultations. Evaluation of the here and now was
what counted.

Okay, Ingrid. Here it is. No money to speak of, unhappy
with each other, not much to anticipate in old age . . . my par-
ents were not the most settled or the happiest of people.Yet
they had known that the point of having children was what
they could give us.

Did this make sense? Charlie would have a view, and I
wanted to discuss it with him. Out of habit, I reached for the
phone but did not pick it up. I knew, without being told, that
he had decided to take a break. It was radio silence.

Before I had left for New York, I cornered Charlie. I had
switched off the phones and the radio, and we were sealed 
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inside the beautiful, airy apartment. “I can’t go to New York
like this.”

He looked at me, slightly sad, a little mocking, not himself.
“Is that you speaking, or Ingrid?”

“Stop it.” I sat him down on the sofa. “Charlie, I want
more than anything to make you happy.”

He softened.“And I you, Siena, truly.” I took his hand, and
held it. After a moment, his fingers closed over mine. “Okay,”
he said.“My fault. I’ve been too busy to think.”

“Well, I’ve been thinking.” I closed my eyes. “You know
I’m ‘thirty-five, which is twenty-five really.’ ” Charlie snorted.
“Charlie, the ‘twenty-five really’ is a game we play. Or I play,
because it might be too late.What if we try and nothing hap-
pens? And you’ll blame me because it’s likely to be me. Biol-
ogy again.You won’t put it like that because that’s not you. But
you’ll think it.And I’m not sure I could cope.”

He looked down at our hands and removed his. “Isn’t it
worth the risk?”

“You took a risk with Jackie Woodruff.To believe in her, I
mean, above and beyond what was required.And see how mis-
erable it made you.”

“I was doing my job.”
“Were you, Charlie? Darling Charlie. Are you absolutely

sure you weren’t convinced a woman couldn’t murder her
baby because—because we’re in the middle of this battle?”

He started to his feet.“Below the belt, Siena.” He began to
pace the room. Then he swung around to face me. “Siena.
You can have as many dresses, pairs of shoes, dinners in restau-
rants as you want. And I wish you well of them. But I don’t
want them anymore. From being a bloody fool with Cimmie,
I’ve moved on.” At the mention of her name, I felt a freez-
ing chill go through me.“Maybe Jackie Woodruff did kill her
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baby. I don’t know. But I gave it my best shot because if
there’s wickedness, it follows there are also sweetness, good-
ness, and love. And because I know so much about the for-
mer, I know the latter is doubly important.” He turned back
to look out of the window. “Okay. You were right in one
thing. I made a mistake,” he admitted, slowly and painfully. “I
got too involved.”

I hid my face in my hands.“That’s what I’m so frightened
of. If it goes wrong. If I can’t cope.”What happens if sweetness,
goodness, and love are not on tap? And if one is blundering
around, with a baby, desperate to locate them? What happens
then?

Answer: Jackie Woodruff happens.
“I don’t know, Charlie,” I cried.“I don’t know what to do.”
“If you’re not willing to jump,” Charlie said, “I can’t help

you, Siena.” He added bitterly,“Jackie Woodruff thought I was
a fool.And I am.”

My eyes were burning and my feet had lead soles attached to
them as I stepped into the car, which proceeded to fight its
way downtown to the studio.A day of negotiation, retakes, and
private little feuds lay ahead—a roller coaster of expectation
and taut nerves.

Siena Grant, I thought, this is what you wanted.
If it was possible, Dakota Pierce looked even fresher-faced

than she had the previous day. “It’s been great.The hotel was
mobbed with calls when word got out I was in town. I hesi-
tated before taking them—this is my private life.Then I talked
to God, and He told me that what is private is also public.”

I handed Dakota a black cocktail dress with a sweetheart
neckline and wide skirt. “How fifties! How darling, Siena! I
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love it. I’ve got three evening engagements next week alone,
and it’ll do perfectly.”

“You must get tired.”
Dakota stared at me, amazed. “Tired? But I’m in the ser-

vice of motherhood and the family. There’s no time to get
tired.” She shook her head. “I’ve been put on this earth and
entrusted with the precious task of bringing the message.Tired
doesn’t come into it.”

At lunchtime, I escaped from the studio and headed in
the direction of Battery Park. I sat on a bench as close to the
water as possible, ate a hot dog (disgusting, but nice), and
drank a smoothie. I consulted my guidebook. “Now roof-
less, Castle Clinton was built to protect Manhattan from the
British . . .”

The sun danced over the channel, and a gray heat haze
hung over the city.The trash cans were overflowing with gar-
bage, and the gulls swooped and foraged for it.

The ferry came in with a screech and a wash of white 
water. I glanced at my watch. Where was Charlie? What was he
doing?

It was time to dress Dakota Pierce and, with camera and
lights, achieve the transformation. I leaned over to drop my
trash into the basket, and my foot nudged the bags stacked
around it. One split, and out rolled three apples, badly bruised,
brown-fleshed, decayed.They had been there for a while. In-
sects crawled over them, and drunken wasps feasted on the
sweet, oozing juice.

These were the city windfalls, the urban equivalent of the
apples that, in Bill’s orchard, dropped too early and rotted in
the long grasses under the trees. “Bit like life,” Bill had joked.
“Wasted opportunities, missed chances. Bruised flesh.”

The smell of the apples pricked my nose. Sweet and sour,
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heated and fermented. I closed my eyes and pictured piles of
windfalls, oozing a substance I could only call despair.

“You walked,” exclaimed Fersen, when I made it back into
the studio.“You walked? Where was the car?”

“I’m not doing entourage today,” I said.
“Foolish,” said Fersen.
Foolish? Charlie and me both.

In the middle of (my) night, I rang Manda. “Just checking up
on you.”

“That’s nice, darling. Nobody does that anymore.”
“Any big excitements at work?”
She named a couple of authors of whom I’d never heard,

which I know disappointed her.“They’re very good,” she said
accusingly. “You’re such a cultural desert, Siena.You must read
them. Anyway, what about you? If you’re calling little old me,
you’re feeling homesick.”

“Got it.”
“Who would have thought it?” She giggled. “Somehow 

I must summon the energy to sympathize with my fabu-
lously successful best friend who’s having a jolly time in New
York.”

I considered putting down the phone.“Don’t, Manda.”
“Sweetie,” she picked up my distress and, instantly, she was

on the case.“I didn’t mean that. Shoot.”
“I’m feeling a bit odd about everything. I can’t locate

Charlie, and he’s fed up with me.The baby issue. I can’t make
up my mind, and I’m mucking him about.”

Manda tsked.“You must choose,” she said.“That’s all I can
offer.”

“It ain’t much.”
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“That’s the way it is, Siena. Darling Siena. If it’s any com-
fort, peace comes with making a choice.And I’ve never regret-
ted mine.”

The shows were done. Dwayne declared himself pleased, and
the team packed up.

Fersen was busy on his cell phone, finalizing his next 
assignment. “Oh, my total God,” he said, making hand sig-
nals at me to indicate the speaker was a complete loser. “The 
nightmare . . .”

Dakota cast him a look of intense dislike. I handed her
some notes I had written for her.

Wide-legged pants to detract attention from broad up-
per body, jackets to slim down chunkiness, wraparound
cardigan feminizes too-square torso.

She pressed her card into my hand.“This has been such a plea-
sure, Siena.” She was wearing the red Armani dress with a
white jacket that we had picked out. She gave herself a once-
over in the studio mirror. “The message hasn’t changed, but
the messenger looks a great deal better.”

“That’s good.”
“A lot of my mothers would like to get their hands on

you. If ever you’re over in Virginia, you must call me.” She
pressed a kiss on my cheek and whirled away.

“Apple pie?” I asked Fersen.
“Apple pie with fangs.”
I held out my hand.“It’s been good working with you.”
“Hey,” he said. “You’ll be coming back. I have good vibes

about the series.”
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“Here’s hoping, Fersen. Please call me if you’re ever in
London.”

He leaned forward and kissed me. But it was not the
mwah-mwah that I had grown used to. It was a proper kiss on
the cheek.

That pleased me.
I put on a pair of sneakers and headed back uptown

through the heat. I wanted the exercise and to tire myself out.
I had twenty-four hours before my flight home—the margin
of error built into the filming schedules—and now that I was
released from Trimester and about to go home, I felt a rush of
affection for the hot city streets.

Washington Square was practically deserted, except for a
couple of pitiful-looking stray cats that lay outstretched in the
shade.The heat had bleached and dried anything green to brit-
tle brown.

I passed on through. Up Fifth Avenue. My back drenched
with sweat, my feet slipping inside the sneakers. As I walked,
my body took on a different rhythm. I felt every pulse 
beat, every rush of blood through heart, lungs, and groin. My
body appeared to be reassembling itself, softening, becoming
weightier—as if it was anticipating, or waiting for, some new
stirring.

I plodded on.
There was no message for me at the hotel.
What could I do?
Take in a movie? Phone Lola and Bill? Sleep?
I had a long, cold shower, sat down at the desk in my

room, shuffled through my papers, and checked my diary for
when I got home. Reshape book schedule. E-mail India. As-
semble final material for book from case notes. Lucy Thwaite.
Should I choose the photograph at the moment when she had
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turned to say something to me? For a couple of seconds, she
had looked pretty and happy, taken out of herself. Or should I
go with the tired, unhappy, real Lucy? Which Marybelle Ham-
mond? The classy, successful businesswoman? Or the woman
who confessed,“I don’t have friends?”

What was my business exactly? To peddle dreams or put
another gloss on existence because that was the most anyone
could do?

Later, I hung up my clothes. I did a few stomach crunches
on the floor. I creamed and patted my face. I went into the
bathroom, hovered in the doorway, went back to the bedroom.

Time to sleep.To renew the skin, the energy, the spirit.
I went back into the bathroom, stretched out a hand to

take up my packet of pills.
Left them.
Again I dreamed vividly, so vividly it hurt. I was trying on a

pair of pants that were far too small and a great, black panic
snapped its jaws.Then I was standing in front of a mirror be-
side Lucy Thwaite, and I was as plump as she was. I stared hard
at the unfamiliar me, trying to piece together the clues for—
apparently—I had become as marked and battered by children
as she.This metamorphosis was so convincing that, racked by
disgust and worry, I hid my face in my hands and then . . .
I felt a strange, sweet explosion of what I could only explain 
as joy.

I woke.
The digital clock said 5:30 a.m. (10:30 a.m., UK time,

Charlie time). The roar of the city was already gearing up.
Cars.Trucks. People. Heat.

I reached for the phone. I called the apartment, the cham-
bers, the cell phone. Nothing.

I tried not to cry because crying was disastrous for the lines
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around the eyes. Diane de Poitiers had dictated that a woman
should neither laugh nor cry for that reason, and she was one
of the most beautiful women of her age (and the best dressed).
Still, following that line of logic, no woman could ever permit
herself to display any emotion, and I was being rocked by
powerful feelings which I struggled to label.

So there I lay: Siena Grant, successful, good at her job, high
earner—with her English-now-American eyebrows—leaking
tears, emotion and fear in equal measure.
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Chapter 24: Barbara

“Why did you send Alexander away?”
“We quarreled,Aunt Barbara. Does that surprise you?”
Sophie’s utter stillness was unnerving and, I think, new to

her repertoire. The scene looked so normal: pretty garden,
lunch table, two women dressed in bright summer frocks. But
it wasn’t, and of the many possible indictments in this affair be-
tween Alexander and me, the count of having summoned into
Sophie’s blue eyes a darkness and guile that had been foreign
to her was—almost—the greatest.

“Sophie, I’m so sorry.You’ll be disappointed.” I gestured to
the table on which sat the folded napkins, the polished glasses,
and the untouched food.

Sophie leaned toward me.“Yes, it is disappointing,” she said
flatly.“Because we quarreled about you.”

It was perfectly in keeping that, once a suspicion had
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rooted, Sophie voiced it. It was her nature and her belief.
Speak the truth. Be open. She did not, as yet, value silence.

“I saw the look you gave each other and I accused him 
of . . . liking you, and of you . . . liking him back. It seemed the
explanation for . . . the strange . . . whatever it is—I can’t put
my finger on.” She shrugged.“He said, of course he liked you,
but if I was implying anything else I was talking rubbish.”

“I see.”
“I’m not a fool, Aunt Barbara. I can tell when a man and

woman have secrets between them. Looking back, it makes
sense of a lot of things. Little remarks. The way he talks 
about you.”

I heard all this from a distance and I spoke calmly. “Be
careful what you say, Sophie.You could do a lot of damage.”

She struck out wildly:“But it’s true, isn’t it?”
“Because I know you’re upset, I will overlook that re-

mark.” For something to do, I gathered up the glasses. “As we
get older, things and situations appear less and less straight-
forward. I think you will find that too—and, yes, I am fond 
of Alexander. I find him challenging and interesting. And 
attractive.”

Sophie picked up one of the napkins and plucked at the
rolled hem. “If it’s untrue, why haven’t you thrown me out?
I’ve just accused you of—of God knows what.”

I stood over her.“Because I love you, Sophie. I always have,
and I always will.”This was the one honest statement I could
permit myself. “You sound like Amy sometimes, Sophie, and
you get things as muddled.”

Sophie was struggling between suspicion and her longing
to think the best. “Do you want to know the joke, Aunt Bar-
bara? Alexander says we must try for honesty and openness.We
both absolutely agreed on that.When I asked him, he said he
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was interested in me and he was free.” She paused. “But I’m
sure he lied to me. I’m sure of it.”

“Is it the lying you are worried about or that Alexander
may have been involved with someone?”

“How do I know what I think?” she spat.
“Sophie, I don’t know what you and Alexander have be-

tween you, but if you feel as you do, it can’t be negligible, and
you must go and sort it out.”

Sophie pressed her fingers to her mouth. “I thought he
agreed that we were perfectly matched. Or he was beginning
to. In Cornwall . . . it was . . . it was going to be all right.Apart
from . . .” She threw down the napkin. “I slept with him, you
know.”

It was beyond my power to phrase the right response. It
was beyond my power to say anything. But I thought: I threw
this away. I threw him away. “Ah,” I said, finally.“That was brave.
And a risk.You don’t know each other very well.”

“I liked it,” she said.“It was strange, but wonderful and . . .
puzzling.”

I wanted to cry out: I know that. It was impossible to 
sit down, take Sophie’s hands in mine and talk to her as I
longed to do—about the hunger and delight, the discovery,
the joy in the senses, and the curious unexpected torments.
Impossible.

I did what I could.
“Sophie, you say you advocate sexual freedom and not be-

ing possessive, and you distrust convention.” She looked away
but I pressed on: “It’s so different from how I was brought 
up . . . it would have been unthinkable. But I respect those dif-
ferences. And, surely, if you adopt those principles, you must
expect both you and Alexander to have adventures.You have
to accept what happens.And if you’ve fallen in love with him—
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and I can see why you might have done . . . He is quite . . .
special—”

Instantly Sophie stiffened. “So I’m right.” Her customary
sweetness of expression had vanished, replaced by the hard, ac-
cusing look. “He does like you.” She peered at me. “And you
like him, whatever you say.” She ticked off the points on her
finger. “The classic situation. Older woman, younger man.
Younger woman made to look stupid and out of place.”There
was a long pause. “I always believed in you, Aunt Barbara.You
were a sort of . . . rock in my life. My mother, really. I was 
so happy that Uncle Ryder had you. And everything in this
house was so settled and ordered and lovely. But it wasn’t,
was it?”

“You are presuming to know what goes on between your
uncle and myself ?” My voice was ice cold.

She flushed angrily. “You were supposed to hold things 
together.”

“As a point of theoretical interest, why am I not allowed
your kind of freedoms—if I wanted them?”

“Because,” she beat her hand on her thigh, “because . . .
Oh, Alexander . . .” Her hand clenched into a fist, and I
flinched at the note of hurt and longing, almost savage, almost
feral.

“Sophie, if you want Alexander you must go and talk to
him.”

Sophie sprang to her feet.“I could tell Uncle Ryder.”
“And what on earth would you tell him? That you have

this feeling? This idea? You do not have one shred of evidence
and you have insulted me.”

She swirled around, and the breath seemed to collapse out
of her. “Am I wrong? Have I got this badly, unspeakably
wrong?”
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Lying is quite an art, and I was a good, rapid scholar.“Yes,
you have.Very, very wrong.”

“I wish I could believe you.”
“Well, you must,” I said. “And I will do my best to forget

this conversation. Now, go and find Alexander, talk it through,
and see what happens. And it is best that you don’t come here
for a while.”

“Not come here?” Sophie looked ashen.“Yes, you’re right.
I’ll go and pack.”

She threw down the napkin and walked away across the
lawn and into the house. I picked up the tray, then put it down
because I felt so sick. I tried again and succeeded in carrying
the plates of uneaten food into the house.

I was putting away the glasses when Sophie reappeared in
the doorway. She had put on a cardigan and scraped her hair
back into a ponytail. Her eyes were red, her lips swollen, and
there was desolation and grief, reflected in the way she held
herself.

“Good-bye,” she said. “No, don’t see me off. I shall be
fine.”

“Your case is heavy. I’ll give you a lift to the station.”
She warded me off with her hand.“No, don’t.”
“Sophie?”
She gave a strangled laugh.“Once, I wanted to be like you

but I’m not sure any longer.”
There was nothing I could do to prevent my sharp intake

of breath. Sophie heard it and absorbed it.Then, she smoothed
her skirt, and a knowing smile curved the corner of her lips
because she knew she had dealt me a wound.

“Still, you are so much older than I am, Aunt Barbara . . .”
She left the rest unsaid.

I had to make sure that Sophie went away with my anger
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ringing in her ears.“How dare you?” I blazed.“If you want to
be an adult, behave like one, Sophie. How dare you put on to
me your own failings and problems with Alexander? Go and
ask him if you like, get him to explain the theory. It is the most
basic form of displacement and a refusal to acknowledge that
you have not dealt with a situation.”

Tears began to run down her face.“If this is what falling in
love is about, I don’t want it.”

In not being allowed to wipe away those tears lay a great
punishment. For I longed to draw her close and soothe and
stroke and kiss her into calm.

She was weeping properly now, with little gasps and wails.
“It’s full of deceit and pretense. I imagined it would be so
beautiful, so happy. So straightforward. But it isn’t, is it?”

My reply was the felt, experienced, pared-to-the-bone
truth.“No, it isn’t.”

I kept my promise and accompanied Bunty to see Dr. O’Don-
nell and sat patiently in the waiting room. Eventually he 
ushered her out. Bunty looked defiant, but relieved. Dr.
O’Donnell looked stern. “Repeat after me,” he said. “In front
of Mrs. Beeching. I am giving up cigarettes as of today.”

Bunty’s gaze slid between Dr. O’Donnell and me.“It’s only
a chest infection that won’t budge,” she said. “You said it’s all
right.”

“You’ve been lucky so far,” Dr. O’Donnell pointed out.
“But your lungs are not in good fettle, and they need a break.
If you don’t give up cigarettes, I must ask you to find another
doctor.”

Bunty bridled and fiddled with her handbag. “You don’t
know what you’re asking.”
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Dr. O’Donnell folded his arms.
“Fine.” Bunty threw in the towel, and I breathed a sigh of

relief.“I’m giving up cigarettes.”
A couple of weeks later, still troubled by my unsettled

stomach, I went to consult Dr. O’Donnell myself. He hemmed
and hawed, prodded and asked pertinent, embarrassing ques-
tions, which I answered as best I could.Yes, I had been abroad.
Yes, my stomach had played up and had not been normal since
I had returned.

Eventually he said, “We’ll have to see, Mrs. Beeching. It’s
probably some foreign bug or other making free with your
system. But it is possible you’re having a baby. Come back and
see me next week.”

I closed my eyes, and leaned back in the chair. “You don’t
mean it?”

“Well, yes, I do. I know it’s a shock.”
“Yes, it’s a terrible shock,” I whispered.
“Well, then?” Dr. O’Donnell waited.
“Do I have to have it?”
An expression of revulsion spread across his features.“Mrs.

Beeching, I did not hear that. And not only did I not hear it,
but I never want to hear it again.”

The doctor’s face wavered across my vision.
“I never imagined . . . I thought all that sort of thing was

over.”
Dr. O’Donnell frowned. “Come,” he admonished me.

“Married women do have babies. Even at forty-two.”
“Would you mind if I sat in the waiting room for a little

while?” I asked.“I feel a bit faint.”
He looked more sympathetic. “If I had a penny for every

time it happened to a woman of your age, Mrs. Beeching, I’d
be a rich man.”
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Afterward, I met Bunty for coffee in Fuller’s tea shop.The
weather was still glorious, but she was dressed in her autumn
tweed suit, green mixed with purple, which was religiously ex-
humed, whatever the weather, in September every year. She
was pale, so pale, that my heart lurched. “Why haven’t you
rung me?” she demanded.

“I’ve been busy.”
“Now, why do I think you’re not telling me something?”
To deflect Bunty, I diverted her with the latest family

news. Roy and Victoria had settled on a date in December for
their wedding, and I was being inundated with plans by Victo-
ria and her mother.

“Do you like Victoria?” Bunty wanted to know. She took a
piece of walnut cake.“Can’t stop eating since I’ve given up the
weed. It’s ghastly.”

I had gone off coffee and pushed away my cup. “I’m get-
ting used to her. Did I tell you that Amy has changed jobs?
She’s been promoted into administration and has moved into a
flat with an old school friend. She seems much happier. Her
studies begin in a couple of weeks. She phoned the other day
and wanted to know how to clean an oven.”

We discussed daughters and weddings and the right kind
of hat for the mother of the groom. Eventually Bunty dropped
into the conversation, “I’ve decided not to take lodgers any
longer. They’re more trouble than they’re worth. I’m getting
too old and tired to make breakfasts and cope with sheets and
linen. I told Peter we’d just have to manage.”

“So no more . . . Alexanders?” It was difficult to articulate
his name.

Bunty reached over for the coffeepot, and poured herself a
second cup.“That cake is delicious.”

“But you haven’t eaten any of it.”
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We looked at the cake, sitting on the plate, almost 
untouched.

“Oh, darling,” she said impatiently, and coughed.
“Bunty, have you been smoking?”
“Of course not.”
“I don’t believe you.”
Her eyes slid everywhere but at me.“Just one or two,” she

admitted. “It’s so hard.” And again she coughed, a croaking
sound deep within her chest.

“Oh, Bunty,” I reached over and grabbed her hand.“Please,
please try. It’s doing you no good.”

“Poof,” she said, but she had turned even paler. In a light,
bright voice, she continued.“Did I tell you Alexander is going
back to Switzerland? To study. He’s off at the end of the
month.” She paused. “Jolly good thing, too, if you ask me.
He was playing havoc with all the girls.”

There was a pause. Bunty clinked her spoon against the
cup. “Sorry, darling, I know it’s irritating, but I have to fiddle
with something . . . Barbara, you’re still not telling me some-
thing. Own up.”

What could I tell Bunty? All manner of things. The 
sadness was that if I told her about Alexander everything
would change but, equally, if I didn’t tell her everything would
change too.

“Go on,” she urged.
Sharp, nosy, lovely Bunty.“I think I may be pregnant.”
“Oh, my God, Barbara. How simply awful.”
“Bunty, I don’t want it.”
She nodded.“I should imagine not.”
“What do I do?”
“Do?” She sighed. “I expect someone we know might

know of a doctor.”
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“Do you?
She looked at me long and hard.“No, darling, I don’t.”

I dreamed of Alexander boarding a train in Paris, laden with
suitcases and a bag of textbooks. He was dressed in his cor-
duroy trousers and tweed jacket and was hot from the heaving
of bags and the urgency of changing stations and trains. But he
was not bothered by trivial inconveniences. I knew this be-
cause, in the dream, I could see straight into his head. He was
thinking of his work . . . of how he could best forward the
boundaries of his understanding and experience. He was
telling himself not to be lazy in pursuing these ambitions, not
to be deterred by timidity or lethargy.

I hovered over him in the dream. “I so admire you,” I told
him. “I approve of what you want to do, what you want to be, and I
hope some of it has rubbed off on me.” And I watched him for a
long time, to the last second of my unconsciousness, in order
to savor his beauty, energy, and determination.

I woke and, downstairs, the clock was chiming. My stom-
ach churned, and I had an overwhelming desire to fill it with
sweet, starchy food.

“Oh, my God,” said Bunty. “How simply awful.”
She was right.

The doorbell rang when I was in the garden, sweeping up the
windfall apples. A substantial number had already rotted, and
the wasps were having a field day.

Mrs. Storr answered the door and ushered the visitor into
the garden.

“Barbara?”

106/Q-47A08783-094 CGI Contact: Michael Miller

Everything She Thought She Wanted 329

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 329



I placed my hand on the small of my back, which ached,
and eased myself upright. Alexander was walking toward me.
He looked lean and fit, but he had also filled out—Bunty’s
meals?—and had lost that diffident, bookish, vulnerable air.

“I’ve come to say good-bye.”
“Bunty told me you were leaving.” I scanned his face.

“You’re going to Switzerland.”
“I’ve enrolled at the clinic in Zurich for a two-year

course.” The old, eager energy was back.“There is a lot going
on there.”

“Yes, I imagine there is.”
“Barbara . . .”
“Don’t look at me like that.”
“How am I looking at you?”
“Wrongly.”
“All right.” Alexander fixed his gaze on the ground. “I

wanted to say that I don’t regret anything. That I’m sorry if
you’ve been hurt or worried or compromised.”

I folded my hands across my stomach. “I’ll be all right,” I
promised.

We drifted back across the lawn toward the house.Alexan-
der cleared his throat. “Sophie told me about your conversa-
tion, and about her suspicions . . . It was difficult, I did my best
to calm her down, but I feel badly that she’s so upset and em-
barrassed for something that’s not her fault. I shouldn’t have
responded to her invitation . . . quite yet. It wasn’t as easy as I
thought. And I feel rotten that I couldn’t be open and hon-
est. But there wasn’t any choice.” He stopped and took my
hand. “In a couple of months, when everything has settled
down, Sophie will come out and visit me. Maybe something
will come of it. I don’t know yet.”

“Alexander, you must promise me not to hurt Sophie. If
you don’t think it will be . . . it will work.”

106/Q-47A08783-094 LONG CGI Contact: Michael Miller

330 Elizabeth Buchan

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 330



His grasp tightened.“Have I hurt you, Barbara? I wouldn’t
have done that for anything. Please say you’re well and fine.”

I looked up into the countenance in which I had taken
such delight, glimpsed infinite convolutions of mourning
and loss. Begun in a Swiss hotel, the process of separation
was almost complete. Seconds passed and, finally, I said, “I’m
well.”

“I can’t bear it when you look at me like that.”
“We were talking about Sophie. Promise me.”
Alexander released my hand. “She says she can never live

up to you. And she’s frightened she can never make it up with
you.”

There was a long pause.Alexander reached out and tucked
a strand of my hair behind my ear. He was careful and tender,
as if the gesture was his to make by right. “There,” he said.
“That bit always escapes.”

I thought of the son I might be carrying and how he,
too, might grow up to make a gesture like that one. How 
he, too, might have a passion for psychology or . . . flying?

“Funny, how much it hurts,” said Alexander. “I had no
idea.”

With a little gasp, I said, thinking of that radiant, achingly
happy episode by the river,“Yes, it does.”

“I think I had better go.”
The sun was warm on my skin, my hair felt soft and heavy.

“Don’t get too wrapped up in your work.”
He nodded. “I worry that I took advantage of you,

Barbara.”
That was difficult to accept.“What I did with you was my

own free will. I won’t have that taken away.”
I watched him walk across the lawn and under the trellis

arch. He stopped, turned, and looked back. He raised his hand
for a moment and then disappeared.
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The ever-threatening nausea rose into my throat. I had a
baby to think of, to protect, to nourish. How could I have
contemplated even for a second otherwise?

I returned to the windfalls. The wheelbarrow was heavy,
and I was out of breath by the time I had manipulated it to 
the compost heap and had begun shoveling.

A smell of decay and must, not unpleasant, rose from the
compost heap. Green, yellow, and brown, the apples lay on the
top, ready for the decaying process to get to work—turning
them first to pulp, then to the moist, velvet, friable compost
that the garden needed to resurrect itself in the new year.

After a while, I turned my back on the golden afternoon
and returned to the dim, cooling house.

Ryder returned at the end of the week, tired and tetchy. In 
Lagos, he had been stricken with a stomach bug, and the hotel’s
air-conditioning had failed.The flight back had been delayed
by twelve hours.

“God, I’m weary, Barbara.”
I had ensured that the water was hot, and I made him take

a long bath. Then I served him supper of chicken and beans
from the garden, then plum crumble with homemade custard.

Afterward I took the coffee into the garden. It was just
warm enough, and we sat together in the darkness, listening to
the night sounds.

“Ryder, I have something to tell you.”
“What?” He sounded drowsy.
“I think I’m pregnant.”
“Good God!” He shot upright in the chair.“When?”
“April . . . I think. The dates are a bit hazy, but I think

April.”
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“So, Switzerland? We should have been more careful.”
“Dr. O’Donnell said that it’s not unknown for women of

my age to have a surprise pregnancy. The body begins to be 
a bit irregular and unpredictable, and mistakes are made. I’m
sorry for the shock.”

He put down his coffee cup. “It is a shock, Babs, but I’m
pleased. Perhaps we’ll have another son.”

He got up, crouched beside me, and seized my hands. “I’d
better get you a glass of hot milk.”

“It might set back your plans,” I pointed out,“for the new
business.”

“I don’t see why it should. You’ll be less on board, but
there are plenty of others who could come in on it.”

I could not help it, but I had to disentangle my hands from
Ryder’s—I could not bear to touch him. Or think of his
goodness and kindness. Not yet, not quite yet. “Of course,
there’s a chance I’ll miscarry. Like before. I must warn you that
Dr. O’Donnell said older mothers do have problems.”

“No sitting around in the chill, then.” Ryder straightened
and pulled me gently to my feet.“Go to bed and I’ll bring the
milk up.”

I took the stairs slowly, each step leaden with questions and
the weight imposed by the necessity of silence. I would never
know whose baby it was, and the not knowing was part of my
sentence. In all the years to come, I must bear the unknowing.
I must close my lips, seal up my thoughts, know that the un-
knowing would stretch indefinitely. Sometimes it would be
bearable; at others, it would try to break me.

I sat at the dressing table and gave my hair its customary
hundred strokes. Ryder appeared with a glass of hot milk on a
tray. “Into bed, darling.”

He tucked me in and handed me the milk. “Thank you.”

106/Q-47A08783-094 CGI Contact: Michael Miller

Everything She Thought She Wanted 333

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 333



I had never liked hot milk, but for his sake, I made myself
drink it.

The autumn crept on and the days grew shorter and colder,
the shadows longer.

Herr Schlinker was putting the garden to bed—digging,
weeding, pruning, making bonfires. Reluctantly, I cleaned and
oiled Amy’s bicycle, put it back in the shed, and closed the
door on it. I would not be riding it for a long time. I would
not be free to ride down a road with the wind in my hair and
my muscles straining. Not for a long, long time.

In the evenings, I lit the fire, and when Ryder was home,
both of us read. I had embarked on Freud’s The Psychology of
Love and earmarked Studies in Hysteria, which had been re-
served for me at the library.

The bridge parties had begun again, and I attended as
many as possible. But pregnancy had softened my brain: I was
too busy calculating what was going on behind the faces of the
players to keep tally of the fall of the cards.

“Goodness,” said Bunty, after one session at which I had
lost spectacularly.“How are the mighty fallen.”

Every day I woke and reiterated my article of faith: I will
master myself.

I had a baby to think of, and as the weeks went on, it be-
came clearer and surer in my mind and in my body. Nothing
was more important.And I had years of a woman’s experience
on which to call—and I would use those skills, my knowl-
edge, my interesting mind, to cradle, nurture, and protect my
family.

Yet sometimes, when I threw open a window to watch the
last rays of the sun and caught a flock of birds wheeling south,
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I felt pain and misery creep through me and I longed for the
comfort of laying down my secret . . . I longed for the freedom
to get up and leave behind the mistakes, to go somewhere else.
I wanted the relief of knowing.

But I couldn’t have it.
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Chapter 25: Barbara

May 1943
Ryder came home unexpectedly. He walked up the front

path of the rented house by the airfield and into the kitchen,
where I was trying to make a vegetable pie for supper. Disgust-
ing war food.

All day the Spitfires had come and gone, and the traffic to
and from the airfield ferried men and women in blue uni-
forms.There was a big show on somewhere. I heard the Spits’
engines leap into life, saw the clouds of smoke and the flicker
of flame. The aircraft comes alive, Ryder had told me, as if it’s
straining to get into the air.

Soon after, there was the throaty growl of the Merlin en-
gines, and the planes flung themselves up.

The wives and girlfriends stood in their gardens and gazed
into an innocent-looking sky. Good luck, Johnny, good luck,
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Robin . . . Neil, Jacko, and Tommy. . . . Please come back, all of
you.

God knows where they were going. Into battle over the sea?
Over the London docks? Sky full of airplanes. Junkers and Heinkels
diving and sweeping; 109s with guns blazing, and our boys fighting
for height and surprise. Break formation. Enemy up your chuff. Turn
hard to starboard. A Hurricane dives to earth with a devil’s forked tail
of black smoke. A Heinkel screams to its death.

Now, in the jittery interim, the women were waiting and I
busied myself with the usual tasks.

“Barbara . . .”
Wooden spoon in hand, I whirled around.“Ryder, darling,

I didn’t hear you come back.” He was pale and shaky. The
spoon dropped to the floor.“What is it? Has something awful
happened?”

“I’m going to be sick,” he said, and dashed for the outside
privy. Five minutes later he returned.“Sorry about that.”

I wiped his face with a damp towel and checked him over.
Flying kit damp from perspiration, a faint smell of vomit, pale,
sweating, but no wounds.“How many lost?”

“Ken and Tim.We think.”
“I’m so sorry.” Ken was twenty-one, and Tim just nine-

teen. Babies, both.
“I saw them go down. Ken’s parachute didn’t open. Poor

wretch.”
Ryder turned on his heel and went into the other room. I

heard the clink of the whiskey bottle and a glass. I shoved the
pie into the oven and joined him. Ryder was looking out of
the window, swirling the whiskey in the glass.

“You’re not telling me everything.”
He rubbed at a smudge.“I’ve been taken off ops.For the fore-

seeable future.” He gave a harsh, wry laugh.“For my own good.”
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I struggled hard not to show my relief.
“Go on, say it, then, Barbara.”
“No, I won’t.”
“But you feel it.You’re glad.You’re bloody glad.You can’t

wait to have me at home, running about like a tame dog.”
The unfairness of the accusation was hurtful, but I knew

that he was lashing out at the easy target.
He examined his whiskey. “Isn’t that what all the women

think?”
“Of course they do. What do you expect? Most of them

don’t complain.And don’t say anything.”
Ryder said hopelessly, “I don’t know what I’ll do if I 

can’t fly.”
The switch in emphasis and tone was as frightening as his

invective. I touched his sleeve experimentally. “After a few
weeks’ rest, they’ll put you back on.You need to do nothing
for a while, Ryder, you know you do.We’ll go to your parents’.
Walk. Sleep. Eat properly.”

He shrugged.“I don’t know.” He drank some whiskey, then
more.“Can’t help feeling I’ve let the squadron down.”

I cast around for something, anything, to help him. “The
regulations say you can only do so many ops in a row.Why do
you think that is? Because they realize you wear out. Fighter
pilots wear out. No one can stand it for too long.”

But Ryder wasn’t listening.“I should try and get around it.”
“No.” I touched his cheek.
He jerked away.“Don’t.”
Suddenly I was angry.“Do you want to die? Do you want

to leave me and the children?”
Eventually Ryder stirred himself. “I’d better go back and

clear out my locker so some other lucky bastard can have it.
Then I’d better show myself for a last pint in the mess, and
they can jeer at the finished, over-the-hill bastard that I am.”
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Occasionally, the wives discussed what to do with broken
men who came home. We weren’t very good at it. “Ryder,
have courage. Darling, it may be only for a few weeks, and if
you concentrate on getting well and taking care of yourself,
you’ll be flying very soon.”

He rubbed his face, and I could see the thoughts slipping
and sliding through his tired brain. “I’d better get the chil-
dren,” I said, because I couldn’t think of anything else. Because
I was helpless in the face of his distress.“They’re with Judy.”

That night, Ryder had his first nightmare. It took me a
couple of minutes to rouse him as he shuddered and gasped.
“What? What is it?”

I pulled his head onto my shoulder and cradled it. He 
was hot and sweating, still tense. “Tell me what you were
dreaming.”

“I’m up there,” he said reluctantly. “And it’s where I want
to be.Tommy’s on my right, and Bob on the left.The rest are
behind. We’re flying in tight formation. Tommy waggles his
wings, and Bob sends me a thumbs up. Good boys, both, tried
and tested and seasoned, and I’m happy we’re friends. It’s so
peaceful and beautiful, and I know that I’m nearer God than
I’m ever likely to be again.

“Then I hear the voice on the R/T. ‘Dorniers and 109s
above.’ I do a quick recce—the sky’s filled with the bloody
things. I’ve never seen so many enemy, and I know it’s going to
be a bloodbath. I swing into my drill. Reflector sight on. Gun
button to fire. Airscrew pitch to 2650 revs. Press the emer-
gency boost override. Lower seat a notch . . .”

I continue to hold him, massaging his back with circular
movements and pressing my fingers into the tight muscles in
his shoulder. I listen—and I’m up there with him, skidding
through the thin air . . . readying for battle . . .

“And then . . . and then, Barbara, I’ve broken formation,
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turned the plane, and headed away from the battle, leaving the
others behind.That’s my nightmare.”

I raised myself on my elbow and bent over him. “Ryder,
you didn’t do it.You did not abandon them.”

He gazed up at me.“But I wanted to. . . . Because I’ve lost
my nerve and they can see it. I’m scared blue and witless, and I
don’t want to go up there and fight any more.”

But he did. Ryder went back, and survived. But nothing
was the same. That was the war. It took Ryder—the golden,
invincible boy who kissed me in a burst of sunlight and flew
me to the edge of infinity—and wrung him dry. It took me—
the inexperienced, dazzled eighteen-year-old—and imprinted
lines around my eyes and, for a long time, dullness in my heart.

The war brought us face to face with ourselves, and Ry-
der’s nightmares were the scars of honor, a victory roll. We
were bound together by them, he and I.

New Year’s Eve 1959
After supper, I sat in the sitting room at Edgeborough

Road. I was bulky and a little fretful. The pregnancy so far had
not been easy, and I had been sleeping badly.

Today I had visited Bunty in Margery Ward at St. Bede’s
hospital. I picked my way as fast as I could over the highly pol-
ished linoleum to the bed at the end of the line because the
visiting hours were strict, and I was late. She was propped up
on several pillows, but nothing could disguise the wheeze of
her breath rattling slowly, painfully, through her lungs. Nothing
could disguise the pallor of her skin, the sweat beading on her
forehead, the cold, cold feel of her hand as I took it in mine.

Smelling of disinfectant, a nurse stopped to check the pa-
tient at the next bed. She directed a look full of professional
pity in Bunty’s direction.
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“Almost given you up,” Bunty said, and wrung my heart.
“I had an appointment at the clinic that kept me waiting. I

was so angry. I told them I did not have the time.”
A smile flickered on Bunty’s ashen lips. “That makes two 

of us.”
“Bunty, please don’t give up. For everyone’s sake.” In the

face of her dying, words were inadequate and useless, but I had
to try. I wanted to add: I won’t cope without you but that would
have been selfish.

Bunty opened her eyes wide.“If you have a daughter,” she
said,“call her Bunty.”

I cherished her hand in mine and tears that I did not want
her to see ran down my cheeks.“You don’t have to ask.”

“I’m not asking,” she murmured and closed her eyes.“I’m
demanding, darling.”

A log snapped on the fire, and the clock struck half past
ten. Ryder looked up from the crossword. “Should you go to
bed, Babs?”

“I’d like to see in the new decade.”
“But you’re tired.”
I looked at him.“So are you.”
Ryder shifted in the chair. “I know you are grieving for

Bunty.”
“Yes,” I said.
“You must tell me. I want to help.”
“Yes,” I said.“I will. Promise.”
Ryder turned back to the crossword.“Got it,” he said and

wrote down an answer.“Babs, I’ve been thinking. I might just
give that idea of yours—to see someone about my sleeping—a
bit of a go. Perhaps there’s something in it.And I need to be in
good shape with the baby coming.”

His tone was light, noncommittal. Don’t make too big an is-
sue of this, it warned.
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“Good idea,” I replied.
“Right, then.” He stood and came over to me. “Up you

get, darling. No argument.”
I was getting so large that he had to push me up the stairs.

Laughing and exclaiming, I got to the top, and Ryder pulled
me along the landing to the bedroom.

While he got changed in his dressing room, I moved
around the bedroom, readying it for the night. I turned down
the counterpane, hung up my dress, put my shoes in the closet.

On the way back from the bathroom, I paused by the win-
dow. A white and ghostly light lay over the garden and I
could—just—distinguish the block of the apple house and the
spiky shadows of the apple trees. Herr Schlinker was talking
about planting new ones. “It’s important that we get the best
rootstock for the grafts,” he had said. But that would depend
on whether Ryder and I sold the house and moved away.

Downstairs the clock struck eleven o’clock.
“Barbara,” Ryder called out.
I turned back from the window.“I’m here.”
I was, and I wasn’t. Carrying my burdens—of life and 

unknowing—I went back into the bedroom where Ryder was
waiting and closed the door.
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Chapter 26: Siena

I woke with a start. Someone was knocking at the door of
the hotel room. Dimly, I registered the whoosh of the eleva-
tor, the discreet rattle of a cart in the corridor and, again, the
knock. I struggled upright.“Come in.”

The door opened, and my hand flew to my mouth.
“Charlie!”

Weary and travel-rumpled, he was there, hair flopping over
his forehead, suitcase in hand, keycard in hand. He walked in,
set down the case, shut the door with his foot. “Do I get a
kiss?”

I was out of that bed like greased lightning. “My God!
Where have you come from? Why? Why? Why?”

His arm snaked around me. “It was a question of want-
ing to see you.”

I clung to him, laughing and crying. “And I wanted to 
see you.”
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His arm still around me, he nudged his case farther into
the room. “Do you think I’ll manage to stay awake until ten
tonight?”

“Depends what we do.”
He sat down on the bed with a thump.“My God, I am ex-

hausted. I was in court until the last minute, then I ran for the
plane.”

I knelt up behind him to massage his back and neck. He
swiveled his head around. “Apart from the sheer delight of
making this absurd journey and sitting in a cattle truck of a
plane for six hours, I’ve come to tell you something.”

I slid my arms around his neck and pressed my face against
his.“Tell.”

“Harry Liversedge has now formally invited me to join the
chambers and I’ve accepted.”

“Ah . . .” I fumbled for the appropriate response. “That 
is . . . that’s a strategic move?”

“It’s meant to be. As we said before, it gives you room,
Siena. I’ll earn decent money, and with money you—we—can
maneuver.”

Oh, my God. Charlie had still got the wrong end of the
stick. I pushed him away and sat up straight.“Charlie. Have we
been at cross purposes here? It wasn’t just a question of money.
It was a question of freedom, and energy and a job. Mine, not
yours.You must see that? I know you do.”

Appalled, I stared at him across the gender gap . . . a gap so
big it appeared unbridgeable.

I have so many laments filed away from women. My hair is
graying . . . I’ve lost my suppleness of mind and body . . . Over the
years, their cries have sounded very loud. Plaintive, corrosive,
despairing. Many of them had stayed at home, crowded by
yeasty little bodies, their oh-so-efficient captors, and wept hot
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tears into the sink. Others have gone back to work and
shrieked as loudly at the difficulties. Biology had arranged to
keep tight—oh so tight—tabs on us.

A desolate vista of long, cold days without Charlie flashed
through me, of the inevitable second divorce. “Charlie, it was
not just a question of being paid off.”

“Siena . . . Siena . . . Listen to me. I know it’s not about
money. It’s about you. What you are, what you can manage.
Your independence and territory, and all the buzz words you
can think of. Of course I know.”

Limp with relief, I muttered,“Sorry.”
He pulled me down beside him.“Read my lips.”
In a burst of thankfulness and full heart, I kissed them.

“Why didn’t you tell me before about accepting the Livers-
edge deal?”

“I was angry with you. I was angry with myself.”
“Charlie, you were right to believe in Jackie Woodruff,” I

said quickly.
He squinted down at me.“I’m not angry anymore.”
I considered what this meant. Charlie was saying he had fi-

nessed one side of the bargain. Now, it really was make-up-your-
mind time.“Charlie, that was unbelievably fair and generous.”

“Yes and no. It won’t be exactly a penance. Siena, you must
do as you like. If I can’t make you come around to my way of
thinking, then I’ll have to live with it.”

“Won’t you hate being shut up with a whole lot of smug,
arrogant bastards chasing fat fees? I quote.”

Charlie stroked my chin with a finger. “New challenge.
Perhaps I’ll turn into a smug, arrogant bastard.”

I shivered.“I don’t think so.”
Then again, perhaps he might. Perhaps I might turn into

the female equivalent. A Marybelle Hammond? Age and disap-
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pointment had a knack of changing people. I had seen it too
often in my clients to mistake the creep of sourness and
spoiled expectation.

Charlie now kissed me and I lost my train of thought. In
fact, happiness and thankfulness made me lose interest in the
subject altogether.

I lay very still while Charlie slept. I was soft, floating, expanded.
Happy? Oh, yes. With a happiness that far superseded physical

delight.
Far away, up in Bill’s orchard, there was the roar of the

codling moth, the aphid, and the airborne disease doing battle
with the apple trees, and I strained to listen in to that noisy
clamor: a dangerous, risky, yet unstoppable process that swelled
the apple buds on the branches. (“It’s a night-and-day vigil,”
said Bill.)

In the hotel wardrobe, on the racks in Trimester Studios, in
Jackie Woodruff ’s nursery, clothes hung on racks, empty and
shapeless.There was silence.

Siena. You must do as you wish.
In the end . . . there was no option but to take Charlie’s

hand and step into that clamor.
Charlie grew heavier and heavier. Flesh pressing into my

flesh—his knees, hips, and shoulders making indents on my
body that waited.

Waited for the baby that one day, I was sure (could I be
sure?), yes, I was sure, would be born.

The epilogue to all this?
Charlie was driving me down to Guildford. “This is the

106/Q-47A08783-094 CGI Contact: Michael Miller

346 Elizabeth Buchan

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 346



house I went to see the weekend you were with Lola and 
Bill . . .” Charlie confessed as we drove up Edgeborough Road
and parked outside a Victorian villa. “I’ve been keeping an 
eye on it every since. The original sale fell through and they
called me.”

“So that’s the one you would not tell me about.”
“I still have a few secrets from you.” Charlie got out of the

car and closed the door with a satisfied click.
It was the sort of remark that once I might have taken as

significant, perhaps as a reference to hidden regrets over Cim-
mie. But now that things were (more or less) transparent be-
tween us, I did not.“Why didn’t you say anything?”

Charlie pushed me gently through the gate. “I don’t
know,” he said. But I think he did. Charlie has been worried
that his feelings and his desires for a house and family, for nor-
mal traditional family life, had belittled him. “We had not
really talked,” he said.“Not really, really, talked.”

“Why not?” I asked him. “Why didn’t we manage to talk?”
“It’s not easy,” he replied. “Asking for what one really wants.

Is it?”
We walked up the steps, through the front door, which was

open, and into the hall. Like the instant assessment of people, I
find a house tells me things within a few seconds of entering
it. There was trouble here. Muddle. Weeping.

But this house said, Yes, we did have our fair share of trouble,
but we who lived here were, in the main, happy. We managed well.

“Someone should be here to show us around.” Charlie
glanced at his watch.

I pointed out that the back door was open, and we stepped
into the garden.The lawn was badly in need of attention, and
the vegetable garden had long been allowed to go to seed. A
few plants straggled in the herbaceous border, and there was a
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strange building, almost hidden by a group of apple trees that
looked dead on their feet.

“What on earth would this have been?” I pried open the
door to a shower of paint and was hit by a smell of rotting
fruit.

“No idea,” said Charlie.
I don’t know why, but I left the door ajar in order to let in

some fresh air and light.
Back inside the house, I inspected the kitchen that, clearly,

had not been remodeled for decades.There was the sound of
footsteps on the gravel outside, and someone ran up the steps
into the hallway.

“Hello,” Charlie called out.
“In the living room,” came the reply. “To the left of the

front door.”
This was a room emptied of furniture except for a table

and a chair by the bow window. A woman stood by the
mantelpiece winding a clock.

At our entrance, she swung around. She was in late middle
age and beautifully dressed in a black pencil skirt and three-
quarter length sleeved, white blouse. Good, I thought. The
clothes suited her shape and age, gave her an edge—classy,
expensive, at ease. She had beautifully groomed, highlighted
blond hair and carried a black leather briefcase—soft and
highly tooled. Probably Italian.

“Ah,” she said.“You’ve come to look at the house.”
She turned back to the clock, and now I took in its details

properly. It was ormolu, with hands shaped like arrows, and
two playful bronze cherubs leaning against the face. One of
them pointed toward the Roman numerals, taking (it seemed
to me) an obvious pleasure from being associated with such a
beautiful object.
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“Lovely isn’t it?” commented the woman.“My mother was
so fond of it. By the way, my name is Amy Beeching. I’m the
one selling the house,” she added.

“Ah,” I said. “May I?” I reached over and touched a
cherub. He was cool and smooth, his youth untouched and
impervious to the passing of the hours, which he helped to
record.

“Its maker was Johannes Bruckner.” Amy Beeching
watched me carefully. “It belonged to my mother. She was
very fond of it. Here . . .” She turned the clock around so that
I could see an engraving on the back.

I bent to look closer. “Ich spüre nur die Zeit.” I ran my fin-
ger along the letters, feeling the tiny indents made by them.
“Do you know what it means?”

Amy Beeching shrugged. “According to my mother it
means . . . roughly,‘I feel only time.’ ”

I straightened up. The clock’s beauty and elegance had a
curious effect on me . . . I imagined time flowing through it,
through wind and sun and rain. “It’s lovely,” I said. “Quite
lovely.”

Amy Beeching edged the clock back into place.“I will be
taking it, of course,” she said.“Do you like the house?”

I took a deep breath. A house. Furthermore, a big house.
With space for a nursery and a study, a big kitchen. Full 
of niches and nooks.Whose aspect fronted onto the enclosed
garden—a neat, static intimacy, so unlike the flowing, changing
river.

I closed my eyes. No? Yes?
Charlie said, “The estate agent mentioned that you had

been brought up here. I envy you.”
A faint color stained Amy Beeching’s expensive complex-

ion.“Yes. It was . . . fun. I suppose that is why we kept it after

106/Q-47A08783-094 CGI Contact: Michael Miller

Everything She Thought She Wanted 349

vtsw$$all.qxd  4/7/06  15:51  Page 349



my parents died. But it needs a family, and my brother and sis-
ter already have places to live, and I never married. Besides, I
am going to be traveling a lot more. My job . . .”

I could hear Charlie asking silently: Siena, are you with me?
Shall we do this? And I felt faint at what was being demanded,
at the changes I must face. “I think it needs a family, too,”
Charlie told Amy Beeching.

He was waiting for me to give the signal.
Amy Beeching picked up her briefcase.“I’m on my way to

Switzerland to see a cousin,” she said. “I’m afraid I must go.
But, please, there is no hurry.”

I bought myself a moment of time.
“Could I write down the German?”
“Of course.”
I extracted my notebook from my bag and wrote. “Ich

spüre nur die Zeit.”
Charlie looked at me. I looked at Charlie.“Siena?”
I dropped my notebook back into my bag.There was no

going back.
I smiled at Charlie.“It’s a lovely house,” I said.
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